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ABSTRACT
Meaning Makers: A Mixed-Methods Case Study of Exemplary K-12 Superintendents
and the Behaviors They Use to Create Personal and Organizational Meaning

by Jamel Thompson

Purpose: The purpose of this thematic, mixed-methods case study was to identify and
describe the behaviors that exemplary K-12 superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration. Further, this study surveyed followers to assess
the degree to which followers believe a leader uses character, vision, relationships,
wisdom, and inspiration to create personal and organizational meaning.
Methodology: This research was achieved by interviewing exemplary K-12
superintendents regarding their perceptions of utilizing the behaviors associated with the
five domains—character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration.
Findings: Overall, the participants indicated that effective leaders need a balance of all
five behaviors with a collective experience. Based on the interviews with the three
exemplary K-12 superintendents, it is noted that the participants use the five domains on
a daily basis to be exemplary leaders. Leaders depend on each one of the domains
throughout their lives to make decisions for the greater good. Results from the surveys
indicated leaders promote organizational development through developing character,
vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration.
Recommendations: Further research is suggested by presenting this study to K-12
superintendents who received coaching from current or retired K-12 superintendents who
were identified as exemplary meaning-makers. In addition, this same study could be
vi

replicated with leaders from Generation X or the Millennial generation to see if there are
differences in the behaviors those leaders use to create organizational meaning using the
five domains. Finally, superintendents should participate in 360-degree surveys twice a
year including the five domains of meaning-making.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Since biblical times, man has searched for meaning in the form of spirituality in their
personal and professional lives. Humans can be psychologically afflicted and emotionally
disturbed in their search for life’s meaning (Myss, 2006). With leaders living under a
microscope, it is vital to rethink purpose and strategies being used to find and create meaning for
self and others. In today’s tumultuous society, where people are trying to govern and provide
guidance or impact in their lives and the lives of others, finding satisfaction in what we do is
difficult. Over the past 20 years, numerous researchers have proposed different constructs or
theories suggesting that work environment or organizational culture are important to satisfaction
and organizational success (Cooperrrider, 2012; Kotter, 2012; Senge, 1990; Strozzi-Heckler,
2007; Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010).
School leadership struggles to maintain high standards, close the achievement gap, and
retain teachers. In America, K-12 superintendents meet on a regular basis to discuss ways to
assist our elementary and secondary students in gaining skills necessary to compete against other
countries in the 21st century (Milken, 2015). Statewide, leaders work diligently to ensure that
students in every classroom have a high-quality educational experience. In California, there is a
need for K-12 superintendents who are able to make meaningful gains in our education system.
Ackerman-Anderson & Anderson (2010) stated that leadership is one of the ingredients
contributing to an organization’s success, but leaders are responsible for change in the
organization.
Leaders who have invested in meaning-making and relationship-building have seen
greater organizational success (Mautz, 2015). Meaning Makers are leaders who connect with the
people they lead through relationship, passion, and emotions (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010).
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According to Mautz (2015), a meaning maker creates: (1) conditions that yield a calming and
clarifying sense of inner direction, (2) conditions that lead to a gratifying sense of self-discovery
and growth, and (3) conditions that engender devotion to one’s work and a deeper connection
between employer, employee, and a greater good.
K-12 Superintendents’ work with school leaders to serve the needs of students and meet
the district goals are authentic leaders who make meaning in the lives of others and who are true
to themselves. Meaning-maker K-12 Superintendents are change agents for outcomes of
education, educational improvement, and accountability (Beard 2013). Ulrich & Ulrich (2010)
suggest that leaders should incorporate strategies with meaning through stories and symbols that
embody key goals and engage employees’ imaginations when setting forth vision, goals, and
objectives. Meaning makers propose a vision for the educational communities and have the
skills to see it through. As meaning makers, K-12 Superintendents have knowledge of the best
practices, are able to listen, and take into account differing viewpoints of various constituencies,
and then make the best decision for the district. A meaning-maker K-12 Superintendent sets
audacious goals, and is not afraid to take risks or make a commitment. Meaning makers start
with “Why” (Sinek, 2014) and work in an environment in which ideas can happen. Within all the
responsibilities of the successful superintendent, the need to build a culture and environment that
creates personal and professional meaning is paramount (Zenger & Folkman, 2009).
Background
Superintendents are the CEOs of schools. K-12 superintendents are not part of a
collective bargaining unit. Instead, they are interviewed, appointed, and evaluated by an
appointed school board for a role that parallels the duties of a city manager (Grissom &
Andersen, 2012). When selecting a K-12 superintendent, the school board seeks individuals who
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have the ability to accomplish five main goals: communicate, manage, instruct, liaise, and create,
build, and maintain relationships (Kowalski, 1999). According to Skillestad Bangert (2012)
there are five additional roles: visionary, budget analyst, disciplinarian, policy mandator, and
assessment expert.
It is noted by Kowalski (1999) that school boards cited these top three for choosing their
superintendent: (1) personal characteristics, (2) potential to be a transformational change agent,
and (3) instructional leadership. Today’s school districts, parents, students, and communities
want K-12 superintendents who can prepare all stakeholders for the 21st century and find
meaning in their lives, both personal and professional.
Meaning-Making
One of the roles of leadership is to foster the development of meaning in the organization.
According to Bennis and Goldsmith (2010), effective leaders understand the importance of
conveying to their followers how important they are to the heart of the organization. When a
leader engages their followers in developing a mindset, they make a difference to the
organization’s success and they develop a culture of meaning for their employees.
Employees who find meaning at work make a difference. That meaning may come from
relationships, opportunities, the work environment or the work itself. And employees who find
meaning want everyone to win (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010). Meaning satisfies values; leaders can
address the needs workers have for recognition, relationship and a security that often transcends
monetary compensation (Dolan & Altman, 2012). Leaders in motion differ from leaders who
connect with emotion. While motion focuses on behaviors and actions, emotion focuses on
passion and meaning. Motion is what we do; emotion is why we do it (Amabile & Kramer,
2011). Motion gets things done while the leader is present; emotion sustains behavior in the
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leader’s absence. The latter understand their role as what we call Meaning Makers (Ulrich &
Ulrich, 2010).
The ability to make meaning in our lives is so crucial that it can carry us through the most
harrowing of circumstances, when others may give up or fail. According to Frankl (1992), when
someone gains awareness about what can be done in a given situation, they have grasped
meaning. In his book, Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl documents how he was able to muster
up strength under the most daunting of circumstances in a concentration camp in Germany
during World War II. According to his theory of meaning, it is comprised of courage, love, and
work. Through his observations in the concentration camps, he came to the conclusion that some
fared better than others because of their attitude toward the circumstances. If the individuals
undergoing such harsh circumstances could find their meaning in the situation, then they had a
purpose that could drive them to go on. Frankl then dedicated his own life to the effort to help
other people to find their meanings in life, because he saw what a difference having meaning in
life made through that experience.
After postulating that theory, he put it to the test under what most would attest was one of
the worst possible circumstances, a situation where pain and dehumanized treatment were
common. He found that even in such extreme circumstances, suffering could have a positive
outcome. Through this experience, he came to the conclusion that love is the highest goal that
man can aspire to. He articulated that mankind would be saved through love and by love. Even
when an individual seemed to have nothing in this world, they were still capable of finding
happiness—even if it was only for a brief time—when thinking about the ones that they love.
Even when a man was experiencing the atrocious conditions that the concentration camps were
known for, by resolving that they would undergo this situation in a way that was honorable, by
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focusing their minds and hearts on the ones they loved and their hope to see them again, this
gave them the fortitude to keep going on.
The incredible power of meaning, as described in Frankl’s (1992) work, demonstrates
why it is so important for leaders to help be Meaning Makers (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010). Today’s
school environments are facing many challenges, with pressures from school boards, parents,
students, and the community at large pressing in from all directions (Bartky, 1947). To add to
that, financial constraints and seemingly insurmountable problems like the challenges faced in
traditionally low-performing districts can cause not only leadership but principals and teachers to
want to give up in order to move to easier assignments (Grissom & Andersen, 2012). But when
the superintendent can develop and clearly articulate the meaning behind the work, this can give
people the strength and courage to endure, despite the challenges. This can motivate people to
dig deeper into their souls, and put their hearts into the work (Collins & Porras, 1994).
Inspiration. Inspiration can be described as the spiritual sense of knowledge and the
ability to have others follow with enthusiasm, hope, and optimism. As Power (2014) explains,
leaders like Nelson Mandela were so successful in leading others because those around him
knew that he could be trusted. When working with teams, a leader can inspire the team by
keeping their word and communicating on a regular basis. If leaders enjoy the work they do,
others will be inspired by just watching them. This will influence them to do their best as well.
Inspirational leaders breed other inspirational leaders in every line of work. Successful
companies hire leaders who can motivate and inspire team members (Gallo, 2007). An
inspirational leader sets up an environment where they can thrive, blossom, and become
successful under any condition while simultaneously assisting others reach the same level of
success. Leaders in the 21st century must continue to find ways to inspire their followers.
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Vision. Vision can lead an organization or a team to a desired outcome. As Cisek (2009)
points out, leaders can transcend from ordinary to extraordinary by being driven by a personal
vision. If their vision can be perceived in the way they conduct their daily affairs, this can have a
powerful influence on those around them. There is a field that is called visionary leadership.
One of the hallmarks of this field is that fact that leaders who practice visionary leadership work
to guide their followers to the end articulated in their vision. It is as if the vision is woven into
the DNA of the organization such that all involved collaborate on the vision, communicate it to
one another, and exercise authority within the organization in such a way as to align espoused
and perceived values. Collins and Porras (1994) stated that highly successful organizations
contain visionary leaders that articulate a vision which supports a core ideology and simulates
progress toward a new future. If teams and groups wish to perform at a high level, a vision on
how to accomplish such goals and a commitment to doing so must be present (Henderson, 2011).
Further, Kouzes and Posner (2006) postulate that a visionary leader passionately believes that
they can make a difference, envisioning the future to create an ideal and unique image of what
the organization can become. Visionary leaders have magnetic personalities, and are able to get
others to buy into their visions through quiet persuasion. They not only articulate the vision, but
then present it so as to make it a living, vibrant concept that their followers can embrace and that
enables them to visualize exciting opportunities for the future (Loughead, 2009).
Relationship. Important to building positive and productive relationships is the ability to
connect with others. One of the most important—and most overlooked—ways to let employees
know that they are appreciated, supported, and empowered is to actually pay attention to them,
and acknowledge their existence (Robbins, 2008). In order to have a successful team, leaders are
able to connect with others who share the same passion and desire to make the most of
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themselves and their situation. When leaders and followers work together, they have the ability
to share ideas, techniques and enthusiasms. The team mentality can provide other members with
support and inspiration.
Wisdom. Wisdom can provide insight and understanding at a very deep level. Wisdom
oftentimes offers valuable insight into organizational behaviors, leading to improved business
performance and success among leaders, as well as a positive impact on society as a whole
(Bennis & Nanus, 1997; Sternberg, 2004; Yang & Kassekert, 2010). It takes a wise leader to
have the ability to make key decisions for the common good. As such, according to Bennis and
Nanus (1997) and Yang and Kassekert (2010), wisdom is important to the understanding of
leadership. In addition, a wise leader makes moral and ethical choices that will benefit the entire
organization. Ardelt (2004) explains the complexity of wisdom and the number of elements that
come into play when applying it. One must use a number of transcendent forms of human
intellect, including creativity, ethics, insight, and judgment, to come to proper conclusions.
Wisdom is not just a collection of knowledge, but it has to do much more with what we do with
the knowledge that we have—how we apply it. This especially comes into play when a
superintendent has to tackle difficult situations. Overall, wisdom is for the common good and
essential to leadership (Yang & Kassekert, 2010). In summary, wisdom is a state of being
measured by experience (Ardelt, 2004).
Character.

Patterson (2008) states that character sets the rules based on moral

standards. An individual can assess the scope of their character by taking inventory of the trust,
honesty, and respect they show others—also, what they do when no one is looking. There are
several key leadership traits that embody individuals with highly developed character. As
Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) outline, these include cognitive ability, a desire to lead, honesty,
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integrity, a knowledge of the business or enterprise, and self-confidence. An individual with
high character is also someone who is dependable and can be trusted, and an individual who
demonstrates good judgement (Loughead, 2009).
K- 12 Superintendents
A superintendent should meet the AASA (The School Superintendents Association) standards:
Standard 1: Leadership and District Culture
In accordance with the AASA standards, Superintendents are responsible to establish a
vision for the district, shaping the culture and climate of the school, and providing a direction
and purpose for all, both individually and collectively. While doing so, they must be attuned to
international issues that affect education, and set up change efforts, goals, and strategic plans that
address these. They must also prioritize the needs among the school community, and be the
predominant spokesperson for the good of all students, no matter what culture they are from.
Standard 2: Policy and Governance
The AASA standards make the superintendent responsible for working with the board of
education to establish the working relationships and mutual expectations that are required to
develop effective policies for programs, both internal and external. This includes adjusting
policies as needed in response to requirements from constitutional provisions, standards,
regulations, and mandates from the state and federal government. They must also apply proper
standards in civil and criminal liability situations.
Standard 3: Communications and Community Relations
As the chief spokesperson for the district, the Superintendent is the point person for
communication of the districts’ purposes and priorities, both in mass media and while interfacing
with the community. When the community wants feedback, the Superintendent responds, and
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works to build consensus while mediating conflict. They will also carefully identify any issues,
and track and deal with them appropriately. They direct the communications of the district, both
internal and external. They also will show that they understand the political nature of school
districts, applying communication skills to build political support within the community. They
will also work to get constituencies together supporting priorities of the district, and when
needed, they will build coalitions to gain the financial and program support needed for district
objectives. They will always focus on the political initiatives in a way that meets the best
interests of their students.
Standard 4: Organizational Management
They will demonstrate an acute understanding of management processes, by gathering,
analyzing, and utilizing data to make decisions. They will clearly frame and resolve problems.
They will also work to frame priorities, and find solutions to achieve them. They will exercise
leadership by helping others to develop reasoned opinions. They will delegate and empower as
appropriate to the task. They will set procedures that regulate various activities and projects.
They will work to obtain needed human and material resources to allocate at their schools. And
finally, they will work to develop and maintain the district budget, while making certain to keep
fiscally accurate records.
Standard 5: Curriculum Planning and Development
Superintendents are a major influence on the curriculum and strategic plan to help
students to learn in various contexts. As such, they help develop instructional objectives and
validation procedures for students that are consistent with the most recent understanding of
cognitive development. They will use valid and reliable tools to measure learning outcomes.
They will also lead in the use of computers as well as any other emerging learning and
information technologies.
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Standard 6: Instructional Management
They will demonstrate their knowledge of instructional management by applying the
latest research to education within the district, including instructional strategies, time, advanced
electronic resources, and resources that will help the students achieve the best outcomes. They
will also apply multicultural research, integrating resources and curriculum so that all students
have the opportunity to achieve.
Standard 7: Human Resources Management
Superintendents will apply the most recent legal requirements for personnel selection,
retention, development, and dismissal. They will preside over appropriate evaluation and
development methods in order to help their staff to work at their maximal potential. They will
also select management models based on adult motivational research.
Standard 8: Values and Ethics of Leadership
As leaders in the district, Superintendents will act as a model of values, ethics, and moral
leadership. They will apply their knowledge of their different ethnic and cultural constituencies,
and will adapt the educational programming to those needs. They will be alert to opportunities
for the teachers and staff to grow and develop. They will work in concert with social-service
agencies and human services to help all of their students achieve their maximal potential, and
grow into involved, caring citizens.
Leadership
Leaders who develop a point of view about the future are known as strategists. Leaders
are people who have a reputation for getting things done, engaging others in planning and
executing their agenda. Effective leaders prepare the next generation of employees and have
personal skills and abilities that enable them to lead and others to follow (Ulrich, 2010).
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As Collins (2006) outlines, there are five levels of leadership: Level 1 leaders are highly
capable, those at Level 2 are contributing members, at Level 3 leaders are competent managers,
on Level 4 they are effective leaders and those at Level 5 are considered executive leaders.
According to Collins (2006), Level 5 leaders are considered the highest, most effective leaders in
an organization. Level 5 leaders demonstrate a high degree of emotional intelligence by actively
managing their personal egos. Rather than wishing to have those egos built up, they channel the
energy that would ordinarily accomplish this into the greater goal, which is building a great
company. It would be a mistake to contend that Level 5 leaders are unambitious; indeed, they
are highly ambitious. But their ambitions are tied up primarily in the institution, and not their
own self-gratification (Collins, 2006). Effective leaders may guide their employees to find their
passion as when a person finds their calling in life, it ultimately can lead to greater well-being
and success, which can trickle into their work and boost the health of such organizations and
efficacy of educational institutions (Robinson, 2009). To ensure that leaders bring personal and
professional meaning into the workplace, it is important to understand what exemplary leaders
do to create work environments that motivate and inspire employees. Leadership must be
transformational in order to build a followership that can experience both personal and
professional satisfaction.
K-12 Southern California Superintendents
Superintendents of schools in general have general management responsibilities,
including hiring of senior staff. Superintendents typically oversee education standards and
student achievement, plan budgets and allocate resources, and also act as the point person for
interactions with government agencies. School superintendents have a broad set of
administrative and supervisory responsibilities that vary based on the size of the school district.
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Hiring and firing senior staff, handling teacher and staff disciplinary matters, and managing the
budget are the primary administrative responsibilities of most superintendents. In most districts,
superintendents are also responsible for overseeing the implementation and enforcement of all
state and federal statutes and programs relating to schools. Superintendents as exemplary leaders
collaborate with the school board and have a good relationship that allows for attainment of high
academic achievement.
Who Are Exemplary K-12 Superintendent Leaders?
The K-12 Superintendent’s role is to provide the school board with the vision, goals and
objectives for the district, and then see to it that the goals are achieved. Superintendents work
with school administrators to serve the needs of students and meet the district’s objectives. K-12
Superintendents hire administrators, hold town-hall meetings, and function as the go-between for
the school board and the community. The word exemplary, according to Merriam-Webster,
means very unusual, very different from what is normal or ordinary; extremely good or
impressive; going beyond what is usual, regular, or customary.
To be an exemplary K-12 Superintendent, one must go beyond the call of just doing a
job. Exemplary K-12 Superintendents are knowledgeable about the best practices, able to listen
and take into account differing viewpoints of various constituencies, and then make the best
decision for the district. Exemplary K-12 Superintendents are change agents for outcomes of
education. An exemplary K-12 Superintendent is not afraid to take risks by setting audacious
goals or to make a commitment such as closing the achievement gap, having all students reading
at grade level, and/or having every teacher in the district fully qualified.
Exemplary K-12 Superintendent leaders shift from attacking short-term problems to
developing long-term opportunities. Exemplary K-12 leaders are known as executors, turning
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solid plans for execution into impassioned causes; they are talent managers, looking for and
valuing not only the competence and commitment of employees but also their willingness to
contribute to the well-being of others (Frailey, 2016). Exemplary K-12 Superintendent leaders
are known for being human capital developers, knowing that employees today are increasingly
attracted to companies with a demonstrated commitment and capacity to do good in the world,
highly skilled in personal proficiency, and will bring not just their skills and abilities to the work
setting, but their passion as well (Ulrich, 2010).
Personal Meaning vs. Organizational Meaning
As noted by Bennis (1976) and Burns (1978), personal meaning is apparent for an
extraordinary leader who is diligent, exceptional and devoted to the search of ethical ends.
Strozzi-Heckler (2007) explained that a leader can be anyone who recognizes the challenges that
loom ahead of them, then uses their skills to mobilize others to form movements to tackle such
issues. Through this approach, they are able to change and improve the way that the systems
around us work for the greater good. Ulrich and Ulrich (2010) contend that organizational
meaning occurs when innovative leaders adapt organizational structures to compete in today’s
unreliable market. Robinson’s groundbreaking work on creativity in education causes us to
rethink purpose and strategies to educate self and K-12 organizations in order to create meaning
with a sense of urgency.
Personal Meaning
An exemplary leader is engaged, excellent and dedicated to the pursuit of ethical ends
(Bennis, 1976; Burns, 1978; Wilber, 2001; Gardner, 2005). Goodwill breeds reciprocity.
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Great leaders use their skills and abilities to create benevolent circles (as opposed to vicious
circles) that ignite positivity and energy in others (Ulrich, 2010). Authenticity and genuine
service to others and a common purpose is the goal of every exemplary K-12 Superintendents.
Organizational Meaning
Innovative leaders adapt organizational structures to compete in today’s unreliable
market. They rethink purposes and strategies in educating themselves and K-12 organizations in
such a way as to create meaning a sense of urgency (Zenger, 2009; Dobbs, 2010; Ulrich &
Ulrich, 2010; Raisor, 2011; Crowley, 2011; Robinson, 2013; Wilber, 2014; Wagner, 2015).
These are the organizations employees want to work for, customers want to do business with,
and investors want to support. Bringing emotion and meaning to the task of leadership infuses
the motions of leadership with positive emotions to create organizations that are rich in meaning
and in purpose, what are known as organizations.
By cultivating civility and delight, the difference between an intolerable job and a tolerable
one is a tiny moment of feeling appreciated, noticing something beautiful, getting a kick out of a
shared joke, or having a moment of playfulness (Ulrich, 2010). In today’s transformational
educational organizations, K-12 Superintendents should model transparency and promote people
skills by promoting emotional intelligence and competent listening skills. When a
superintendent recognizes that relationships are the cornerstone of their business success, they
are moving in the right direction for success. They encourage creativity by enabling a culture of
critical thinking that enlivens and expands problem-solving, decision-making and the expression
of ideas. This liberates those under their leadership, contributing to an environment that is free of
fear of suggesting something new. Exemplary K-12 Superintendents leverage and the brain
power of everyone to make a cohesive work environment for everyone.
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Followership
In order to be an exemplary leader, one must have followers. Followership is not tied to a
role but to a behavior. In a hierarchical relationship, followership is being subordinate to a
manager; a follower is in a “leader–follower” relationship (Katz & Kahn, 1978). Followers can
also influence a leader’s outlook based on identities, behaviors, and outcomes (Shamir, 2007). A
follower has the ability to take direction well, to get in line behind a program, to be part of a
team and to deliver on what is expected of them. How well the followers follow is probably is
an indicator of how well the leaders lead.

According to McCallum (2015), before an individual

can become an exemplary leader, one must be an excellent follower. Being a good follower does
not indicate one is devoid of ideas or solution. Instead, it implies followers have good judgment,
work ethics, and discretion. A good follower has courage to confront leaders when necessary to
complete an assignment, follow a directive, and take risks. Finally, good followers are honest,
loyal, and confident enough to have their egos under control.
K-12 Southern California Superintendents
Superintendents of schools in general have general management responsibilities,
including hiring of senior staff. Superintendents typically oversee education standards and
student achievement, plan budgets and allocate resources, and also act as the point person for
interactions with government agencies. School superintendents have a broad set of
administrative and supervisory responsibilities that vary based on the size of the school district.
Hiring and firing of senior staff, handling teacher and staff disciplinary matters, and managing
the budget are the primary administrative responsibilities of most superintendents. In most
districts, superintendents are also responsible for overseeing the implementation and
enforcement of all state and federal statutes and programs relating to schools. Superintendents as
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exemplary leaders collaborate with the school board and have a good relationship that allows for
attainment of high academic achievement.
Statement of the Research Problem
Creating meaning for K-12 Superintendents and their followers is on the rise in
educational organizations statewide (Novak, 2012). Several studies have been conducted on
superintendents closing the achievement gap, ensuring English Language Learners are reading at
grade level, and identifying what makes a good superintendent (Smith, 2014), yet few studies
have examined how specific variables can support and define how exemplary superintendents
lead their teams to ensure they find meaning in their workplace and in their lives (Milken, 2015).
The shortage has negatively impacted students, teachers, and the community because
more information is needed in order to improve the educational system. Studies have shown
superintendents’ focus has shifted from one of management to one of instructional leadership, as
this leader is now more directly held accountable for student achievement (Smith, 2014).
A K-12 superintendent’s leadership strategies can transform the organization and the
lives of future leaders. As stated by Aristotle, “Pleasure in the job puts perfection in the work”
(Frankl, 1984). As K-12 education continues to change, it is vital that K-12 Superintendents
develop the leaders of tomorrow. Educating 21st- and 22nd-generational leaders, there is a strong
conviction of determining how K-12 Superintendents make meaning for themselves and their
followers. There is a gap in the literature on how vision, relationship, character, inspiration, and
wisdom are tied together to create exemplary leaders who create meaning for themselves and
their followers in an organization. There is a need to study and research the strategies K-12
superintendents use to create meaning through vision, relationship, character, inspiration, and
wisdom to ensure they and their followers develop and sustain meaning in the organization.

16

Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed-method case study was to identify and describe the behaviors
that exemplary Southern California K-12 Superintendent leaders use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration.
In addition, it was the purpose of this study to determine the followers’ perceived degree
of importance of these behaviors to create personal and organizational meaning.
Research Questions
1. What are the behaviors that exemplary K-12 Superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration?
2. How do followers of exemplary leaders perceive the strategies related to character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration help to create personal and organizational meaning?
Significance of the Problem
The K-12 Superintendent’s role is to provide the school board with the vision, goals and
objectives for the district, and then see to it that the goals are achieved. Superintendents work
with school leaders to serve the needs of students and meet the district goals. K-12
Superintendents hire administrators, hold town-hall meetings, and function as a go-between for
the governing board and the community (Grissom and Andersen, 2015).
To be an exemplary K-12 Superintendent, one must go beyond the call of just doing a
job. Exemplary K-12 Superintendents are knowledgeable about the best practices, able to listen
and take into account differing viewpoints of various constituencies, and then make the best
decision for the district. Exemplary K-12 Superintendents are change agents for outcomes of
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education. An exemplary K-12 Superintendent is not afraid to take risks by setting audacious
goals or make a commitment such as closing the achievement gap, havin all students reading at
grade level, and/or having every teacher in the district fully qualified (Milken M., 2015).
In addition to leading a diverse set of stakeholders, meaning must be brought to the
forefront of leadership requirements (Crowley, 2011). The search for meaning in life is a quest
that dates back nearly 2,500 years to Ancient Greece as cited in works by Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle. The search for meaning and the desire for fulfilling, satisfying work experiences is
more prevalent today for both individuals and organizations (Bass & Bass, 2008). As such, it is
important to know more about what exemplary superintendents do to lead their followers
through meaning and the strategies and characteristics which must be present to ensure success.
Just adding a few extra items to a superintendent’s toolbox will not make them
exemplary. They must have passion, a cause, and a purpose for making meaning in their work.
Followers appreciate a superintendent that is an exemplar because they will work harder—even
when they don't have to. When they understand that finding meaning at work is more fulfilling
to their followers, then they make training and development a central component of their
leadership (Aierly, 2015; Amortegui, 2014; Bennis, 1984).
This research shows an important need for leaders, K-12 Superintendents in particular, to
find and or make meaning in the work they do. Superintendents work in demanding
environments, sometimes running low-achieving districts, and dealing with problems with the
media. K-12 Superintendents have the responsibility of taking the lead in an organization by
meeting the needs of parents, administrators and teachers, and board members. Valuing and
remembering the history and tradition of the community and district are key points of leading a
successful organization while attempting to help the district meet 21st-century academic
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requirements. Current studies agree that the superintendent is responsible for setting a positive
culture and a need to create a better understanding of meaning in system-wide success (Horn,
2008; LaVoi, 2012; Perera, 2014).
As noted by the Gallup organization (Crabtree, 2012), 20% of the U.S. workforce are
actively disengaged. Furthermore, 142 countries reported that 24% of employees were
disengaged. The study of meaning has been around since the beginning of time and leaders as
well as individuals in every area of life want to know what is the meaning for the situation and
how can I find it. In education, budget reforms, mandates, new legislation under Local Control
Funding Formula (LCFF, 2013), Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP, 2014) and
reauthorization of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) are an area where every K-12
superintendent deals with increased stakeholder demand. Parents, administrators, teachers,
school board members, community members, and the media are all requesting more from K-12
superintendents. Defining and making meaning is essential for K-12 superintendents and their
followers to do the work necessary to close the student achievement gap, bring school districts
into the 21st century, and meet the needs of many stakeholders (AASA, 2016; Zenger &
Folkman, 2009).
A successful superintendent will have meaning-making in their toolbox of strategies that
will propel an education organization to great heights where all participants will enjoy what they
do, in turn bringing meaning to themselves and others involved. This research will bring an
understanding while providing support for superintendents and their followers. This study will
add to the body of knowledge on leadership traits of K-12 Superintendents by specifically
focusing on five particular variables—character, relationships, inspiration, vision and wisdom—
and how exemplary K-12 superintendents use these variables to create personal and
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organizational meaning for themselves and their followers. Further, this study will identify and
describe the strategies these exemplary superintendents use to ensure the superintendents meet
the needs of both internal and external stakeholders effectively. To ensure that leaders bring
personal and professional meaning into the workplace, university programs that prepare
superintendents and other public leaders could use this information in developing their
coursework. AASAS and ACSA can use it to develop professional development programs for
new superintendents, and it is important to understand what exemplary leaders do to create work
environments that motivate and inspire employees (Beard, 2013).
Definitions
This section provides definitions of all terms relevant to the study. The theoretical
definition gives meaning in terms of leadership theory in addition to operational definitions.
Theoretical Definitions
Exemplary. Someone set apart from peers in a supreme manner, suitable behavior,
principles, or intentions that can be copied. (Goodwin, Piazza & Rozin).
Character. The moral compass by which a person lives their life (Bass & Bass, 2008;
Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Moore, 2008; Sankar, 2003; Quick & Wright, 2011).
Vision. The bridge from the present to the future created by a collaborative mindset,
adding meaning, sustaining higher levels of motivation and withstanding challenges (Kouzes &
Posner, 2008, 2012; Landsberg, 2003; Mendez-Morse, 1993; Nanus, 1992).
Relationships. The bonds that are established between people through encouragement,
compassion, and open communication, which lead to feelings of respect, trust and acceptance
(Bermack, 2014; Frankl, 1959; George, 2003; George & Sims, 2007; Henderson, 2011; Kouzes

20

& Posner, 2006, 2012 & 2016; Liborious, 2014; Mautz, 2015; McKee, Boyatzis & Johnston,
2008; Reina & Reina, 2006; Seligman, 2010; Smith, 2011; Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010).
Inspiration. The source of contagious motivation that resonates from the heart,
transcending the ordinary and driving leaders and their followers forward with confidence
(Kouzes & Posner, 2007; Smith, 2015; Thrash & Elliot, 2003).
Wisdom. The ability to utilize cognitive, affective, and reflective intelligences to discern
unpredictable and unprecedented situations with beneficial action (Baltes & Staudiner, 2000;
Kokes, 1983; Pfeffer, 2010; Spano, 2013; Sternberg, 1998).
Meaning. A sense of purpose as a fundamental need, which leads to significance and
value for self and others (Aristotle, 384BC; as cited in Barnes, 2004; Bennis, 1989;
Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Frankl, 1959; Kouzes & Posner, 2006, 2012, & 2016; Mautz, 2015;
Moore, 2008; Pearson, 2015; Socrates, 469 BC; Varney, 2009; Yeoman, 2014).
Exemplary. Set apart from peers in a supreme manner. Suitable behavior, principles, or
intentions that can be copied (Goodwin, Piazza & Rozin, 2014).
Follower. Manager/Followers are organizational members who are responsible for the
work performance of other organizational members. Managers have formal authority to use
organizational resources and to make decisions. In organizations, there are typically three levels
of management: top-level, middle-level, and first-level (Dubrin, 2003; Jones & George, 2006;
Mintzberg, 1973 & 1975; Rue & Lloyd, 2003; Williams, 2000).
Operational Definitions
Character. The alignment of a value system which promotes ethical thoughts and
actions based on principles of concern for others through optimism, and integrity while being
reliable, transparent, and authentic.
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Vision. Foresight demonstrated by a compelling outlook of the future shared by leaders
and followers who are engaged to create the future state.
Relationships. The authentic connections between leaders and followers involved in a
common purpose through listening, respect, trust, and acknowledgement of one another.
Inspiration. The heartfelt passion and energy that leaders exude through possibilitythinking, enthusiasm, encouragement, and hope to create relevant, meaningful connections that
empower followers.
Wisdom. Is the reflective integration of values, experience, knowledge, and concern for
others to accurately interpret and respond to complex, ambiguous, and often unclear situations.
Meaning. The result of leaders and followers coming together for the purpose of
gathering information from experience and integrating it into a process that creates significance,
value and identity within themselves and the organization.
Exemplary. For purposes of this research, exemplar leaders are defined as those leaders
who are set apart from peers by exhibiting at least five of the following characteristics:
•

Evidence of successful relationships with followers

•

Evidence of leading a successful organization

•

A minimum of five years of experience in the profession

•

Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings

•

Recognition by peers

•

Membership in professional association in their field

Followers. For purposes of this study, a follower is defined as a member of the
leadership team who has responsibility for managing different aspects of the organization. This
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group of followers could include: Chief Information Officer, Assistant Superintendent, Director,
Coordinator, Chief Financial Officer, Director of Personnel Services, Admin, etc.
Delimitations
This study was delimited to 3 exemplary Superintendents in Southern California districts
of 50,000 or more and 12 followers selected by the leader to participate in a related survey. To
be considered as an exemplary leader, the leader must display or demonstrate the following:
1. Evidence of successful relationships with stakeholders.
2. Evidence of leadership behaviors promoting a positive and productive

organizational culture.
3. Have five or more years of experience in that profession or field.
4. Written/published/ or presented at conferences or association meetings.
5. Recognized by peers as a successful leader.
6. Membership in associations of groups focused on their field.
Exemplary K-12 Superintendents
Exemplary – Someone set apart from peers in a supreme manner, suitable behavior,
principles, or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin, Piazza & Rozin).
For purposes of this research, exemplary leaders are defined as those leaders who are set apart
from peers by exhibiting at least five of the following characteristics:
•

Evidence of successful relationships with followers

•

Evidence of leading a successful organizational

•

A minimum of five years of experience in the profession

•

Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
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•

Recognition by their peers

•

Membership in professional associations in their field.
Organization of the Study
This study is organized into five chapters in addition to bibliography and appendices.

Chapter 1 includes introduction of exemplar K-12 superintendents, background statement of
research problem, purpose statement, research questions, and significance of the problem,
definition, delimitation, concluding with organization of the study. Chapter 2 will provide an
extensive review of scholarly literature related to this topic. It covered current literature what is
known or unknown in leadership. The review of literature will show the relationship between K12 Superintendents making meaning through character, vision, relationship, inspiration, and
wisdom who also display exemplar attributes for themselves and their followers. Chapter 3
contains a description of the methods to be used to collect data on K-12 Southern California
Superintendents who make meaning for themselves and their followers. This chapter also
discusses the population, sample, and the instruments used, as well as the limitations. Chapter 4
presents the findings as determined from each research question posed in Chapter I. Chapter 5
presents the key findings, conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
As the previous chapter discussed, today’s K-12 schools need their superintendents to be
successful leaders. Indeed, the combined demands of elected boards, faculty, staff, community
stakeholders, and fiscal constraints would put any CEO to the test (Tekniepe, 2015). Therefore,
superintendents need to be in command of the latest knowledge and theories from the business
world, and be able to apply that knowledge to the educational sector. Knowledge that
superintendents draw upon enables them to develop meaning in their organizations. Likewise,
they need to be able to understand how to apply information from those theories by creating
experiences and leading in ways that provide meaning to relevant stakeholders. Leadership
theories can help them to understand how they can succeed in this role of creating meaning.
Finally, a successful superintendent needs to build a strong followership. Superintendents can
build a stable base of support by building followers through their display of character, vision,
relationships, inspiration, and wisdom. By demonstrating these characteristics, they can build
the school district over which they preside into a vibrant organization that people enjoy working
for, and that is a success in educating the children.
In this chapter, the researcher located and examined scholarly studies on leadership
creating meaning in the five domains of meaning: character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and
inspiration applied by exemplary K-12 superintendents and their followers. The review is
divided into six sections. The first section explains diverse leadership theories. The second
section explains followership. Section three discusses theories of meaning and section four
identifies followership theories and describes the target population of K-12 exemplary
superintendents, and finally, section five concludes with a summary.
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Leadership Theories
Leadership is crucial in organizations but can be understood in several different lights.
Various leadership theories describe leadership in different ways. Carter (1993) postulates that
management, while a necessary thing in business, is highly different from leadership. While
management makes sure things get done, like the building of the pyramids or the management of
a household, leadership is a quality that causes individuals to motivate and inspire individuals
that they work with to adopt, achieve, and maintain the goals that his or her organization has set.
The National Commission on Excellence in Education (1987) even recognizes this distinction:
Principals and superintendents must play a crucial leadership role in developing
school and community support for the reforms we propose, and School Boards
must provide them with the professional development and other support to carry
out their leadership role effectively. The Commission stresses the distinction
between leadership skills involving persuading, setting goals and developing
community consensus behind them, and managerial and supervisory skills (p. 78).
Leadership is clearly a multidimensional phenomenon and more than one leadership
theory exists in an attempt to explain what propagates leadership. The following sections will
include discussions about distinct leadership theories. Implications regarding each leadership
theory’s characteristics are also discussed from the perspective of superintendents.
Great Man Theory
The great man theory, according to Katz and Kahn (1978), is a theory that focuses on the
biographical aspect of individuals who were considered great leaders in the past. As shown in
Figure 1, citing three specific and significant events, the researchers proposed great men were
responsible for leading during revolutions. Vroom and Jago (2007) contend that the great man
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theory was focused on individuals with
“heroic” qualities. They expound that 18 th

Protestant
Reformation

century rationalists like Nietzsche, Carlyle,

French
Revolution

•Voltaire, Robespierre, Danton,
and Napoleon.

Contemporary
Historical
Events

•Hitler, Roosevelt, Churchill,
Stalin, Ghandi, Mao, DeGaulle,
and Tito.

and Galton proposed that major events in
human history occurred due to the vision
and genius of such individuals. Even the
philosopher and psychologist William

•Calvin, Luther, and Zwingli.

Figure 1: Significant Events and Their Leaders

James (1880) supported this notion that society was led in the ways that these great men believed
were important.
Although more than one variation exists, great man theories share in the common belief
that leadership is an ability certain people are born possessing. Conversely, along these same
lines is the corresponding philosophy that great leaders cannot simply be shaped. Instead, the
emergence of famously successful leaders is thought to stem from a combination of innate
individual qualities, idealized influences early in life, and calls to action brought about by
societal change or monumental events (Bass, 1990).
Trait Theory
As Vroom and Jago (2007) point out, the development of psychological testing debunked
the great man theory in some ways. Psychologists contended that, if leadership was a personal
trait, it should be measurable. Thus, if individuals demonstrated high levels of such leadership
traits, they could be placed in positions where such traits could be leveraged. As Carter (1993)
contends, trait theory holds that leaders are born the way they are and are not made, and it is
beyond training and education to be able to build such traits in individuals. Vroom and Jago
(2007) explain that no effort was spared in creating tests for aptitude, ability, intelligence, and
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personality in an effort to find the mystical trait that defined someone as a leader. As trait theory
became increasingly suspect, some researchers began to wonder whether trait theory could
remain valid by accepting certain traits as fraternally related to leadership, rather than identically
related (Briggs, 1989). Another caveat approach to trait theory suggested that traits are
dependable when controlling for specific types of situations, as in cases where leaders are needed
to orchestrate organizational culture shifts (Baker, Perreault, Reid, & Blanchard, 2013).
Contemporary studies continue to examine the reliability of trait theory but remain inconclusive
regarding the absoluteness and universality of a single trait or group of traits, although
considerable evidence does suggest certain traits are more useful when specific conditions are
present. How is this different than Great Man?
Behavioral Theory
As the trait theory began to wane, behavioral theory rose in ascendancy. Vroom and Jago
(2007) explain that research at Ohio State University and the University of Michigan focused on
how leaders behave. The researchers postulated that if leaders demonstrated both consideration
and an initiating structure that they could be effective in leading. This was a shift away from
trait theory in that it also considered the context of leadership. Leadership was no longer
decontextualized, but was a combination of traits and attitudes held by leaders, as well as how
they dealt with situations that they confronted.
A majority of today’s popular literature on leadership focuses on this approach (Clark,
2015; Collins & Porras, 1994; Drucker, 1999; Kouzes & Pozner, 2011; Mitchell, 2008; Nanus,
1992; Peshawaria, 2011; Sutton, 2010; Thaler & Koval, 2006). Behavioral leadership approaches
reflect the idea that leadership is a skill that can be practiced with the proper combination of
knowledge and skills. According to Zaccaro, Gilbert, Thor, and Mumford (1991), what
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corroborates the efficacy of behavioral leadership theories is the notion of behavioral flexibility,
which captures the idea that leaders can only remain effective by adapting and appealing to other
stakeholders’ perspective as organizations undergo changes, shifts, disruptions. The premise of
behavioral leadership theories seems to contradict great man and trait theories of leadership;
whereas behavioral leadership theorists acknowledge that traits do play a role, they do not
believe they are deciding factors (DeRue, Nahrgang, Wellman, & Humphrey, 2011).
Contingency Theory
Fiedler’s contingency theory proposes that there are three contingent conditions that are
requisite to drive a leader to success: the type of task to be performed, the position of power that
the leader holds, and the relationship between leaders and their subordinates (Fiedler, 1967).
The leader-member relationship is variable and is a measurement of to what degree the members
of the team accept the leader. Position power comes from the organization, and refers to the type
of power that the leader exerts, namely if their leader has the power to reward or punish
employees on their own, or if they have the power to recommend promotion or demotion
(Fiedler, 1971). The task variable is contingent on the organization as well, and is dependent
upon how well the task has been defined, how many ways there are to achieve the task, and how
many potential solutions there are to the task at hand. Katz and Kahn (1978) indicate that, rather
than seeking the perfect conditions for a certain kind of leader to be successful, they should seek
more desirable leadership that can adapt to fluctuating system demands.
Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership takes a turn, focusing on what leadership should be rather
than trying to reverse existing leaders. As Carter (1993) suggests, transformational leadership
changes the act of leadership from merely executing transactions to leading an organization
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towards its next evolutionary step. He holds that, given the challenges that schools face today,
visionary and future-oriented school administrators need to be developed. Therefore, a
transformational leader goes beyond just managing the system and ascends to a point where they
establish a vision of the future, engage in risk-taking behaviors to reach that future, empower
others to do the same, and communicate the vision to every level of the organization. Avolio,
Bass, and Jung (1999) posit that transformational leaders excel at influencing followers in ways
that provoke organizational commitment, shared convictions, and passion toward collective
goals. Burns (1978) specifically emphasized the role of relationship-building in transformational
leadership as a precursor to forming a sense of collective purpose among relevant stakeholders
that serves to interconnect them toward a common objective.
Carter (1993) contends that superintendents need to embrace the idea that they can use
others in shared decision-making, that empowering others to do this creates results, and this
opens a wide range of new possibilities—that is, for superintendents who embrace this approach.
Kowalski (1999) supports this perspective, adding that for positive changes to happen in today’s
schools, they need to happen on the school or district level rather than the national level, and that
meaningful improvement is much more likely to occur if professionalism, shared authority,
shared responsibility, morality, and ethics are the major drivers behind the change.
Authentic Leadership
Authentic leadership pushes all of the previously discussed theories to the side with a
new thought, that being that no one can be an effective leader while trying to imitate someone
else. As George, Sims, Mclean, and Mayer (2004) posit: “Authentic leaders demonstrate a
passion for their purpose, practice their values consistently, and lead with their hearts as well as
their heads. […] They know who they are” (p. 1). In considering interviews with 125 leaders
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and over 3,000 pages of transcripts, one thing emerged is that there is no single set of traits that
define a leader. The researchers found that a characteristic of all of these leaders is that they
became who they were through constantly testing themselves through real-life experiences, after
which they reframed themselves as a result of the lessons learned.
The implications of this authentic leadership are that individuals do not, as some of the
other theories propose, have to be born with particular leadership traits, but rather that anyone—
if they are committed to the process—can become an effective leader. The necessary element for
all individuals in developing leadership traits is the willingness to set a personal development
plan and execute it. Also worth noting is that authentic leadership theory contradicts behavioral
leadership theories to an extent because the former places a significant amount of importance on
the degree of alignment a leader’s attitude, values, and behavior (Hughes, Ginnett, & Curphy,
2012). Likewise, findings from Avolio and Gardner (2005) suggest that each leader’s greatest
room for improvement lies in finding ways to actualize their strengths, rather than forcing
leaders to overcome weaknesses or practice behaviors that do not authentically reflect their style,
traits, or abilities.
Servant Leadership
Servant leadership is a new school of thought that has many elements of it that are
spiritual in nature. Leaders who practice servant leadership are markedly concerned about the
well-being, development, and growth of their followers. Greenleaf (1977) posited that servant
leaders are distinguishable by a consistent and genuine drive toward service above all else. While
transformational leaders may take pride in developing their followers, their ultimate objective is
to ignite collective participation and commitment surrounding a shared organizational cause.
Servant leaders may also accomplish similar feats, but Greenleaf (1977) contends these interests

31

are a distant second to the service itself, which is allegedly what makes servant leaders stand out.
Barnabas and Clifford (2012) also add that servant leaders, like decision-makers who practice
authentic leadership, are devout when it comes to following their values but also tend to maintain
clear moral codes as well.
Kouzes and Posner (2011) explain how servant leadership works through the experience
of a senior pharmacist. In a large department store pharmacy in Hong Kong, workers were
frustrated because they could not get the regional executive team to approve a computerized
system that they felt was necessary to deliver prescriptions more accurately (and profitably).
The senior pharmacist, Andy, reassured the team that the pharmacy services they provided made
a difference in the community, and that the goal of the department was to help patients through
the pharmaceutical products they provided, not the short-term goal of making a profit. Andy
demonstrated this by example by taking a chair to the front of the store so that an elderly
customer would not have to walk all the way to the back where the pharmacy was located. This
woman eventually became one of the company’s most loyal customers. This was a real-world
demonstration that proved that the pharmacy, by establishing long-term relationships with the
customers, would eventually generate profits in the future. By demonstrating this type of
leadership, the entire team started taking pride in their work, and the performance improved.
Eventually, the management team authorized the new system, which improved their performance
even more. Servant leadership boils down to the fact that leaders are there to serve.
Integral Leadership
Integral leadership is a conceptual framework that explores multiple dimensions in
individuals, both internal and external. As Pauchant (2005) explains, the method is
multidisciplinary, multi-level, and integrates individual and collective components of leadership
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along with its objective and subjective nature. The core of this theory is that there are four
quadrants, individual-interior (personal meaning and sense of self), individual-exterior (body and
interpersonal behaviors), collective-interior (culture and shared values), and collective-exterior
(institutions, systems, and processes). Wilber (2000) contends that to understand a leader in an
integral fashion, all four quadrants need to be explored and related to one another. The depth
component of the theory contends that cognitive development, social interactions for quadrant B
(personal-external), the evolution of the techno-economic base for quadrant C (collectiveinterior), and the basis for moral judgement for quadrant D (collective-exterior) must then be
taken into consideration. By considering all of these elements, it is postulated that the
development of leaders can be quantified.
Theories of Meaning
Existential Analysis and Logotherapy
According to Frankl (1992), in order to achieve our highest ends, we must have meaning
in our lives. Indeed, he contends that the search for meaning in our lives is our primary
motivation, and not a secondary one. According to logotherapy, as explained by Frankl (1992),
it is only once that a person has found their meaning in life—that which is so specific that only
he and he alone can accomplish it—that the individual has something that they can attach a high
significance to. Moreover, Fabry (1988) and Frankl (1984) distinguish logotherapy even more
by punctuating that such self-discovery is so powerful that the circumstances under which it is
found are of little significance, meaning that bouts of pain and suffering are not strong enough to
stop individuals equipped with meaning in their lives (Frankl, 1967; 1984). Armed with such an
aspiration, this gives an individual the will to go on despite difficult circumstances.
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In discussing man’s search for meaning, Frankl (1992) mentions several polls that were
conducted in France, in his own hospital in Vienna, and by Johns Hopkins University in the
United States in which respondents concluded that having “something” to live for was very
important to them. In the studies in France and Vienna, the results were that 89 percent (+/- 2
percent) indicated that man needs a particular thing or motive for which to live. In the Johns
Hopkins study, 78 percent of those polled indicated that the primary goal in their lives was to
find purpose and meaning. Also, in a separate study, Burger, Crous, and Roodt (2008) extended
the tenets of logotherapy to organizational settings and found its principles are applicable in
organizational transformation contexts, whereby aspects of logotherapy can reduce employee
resistance to change.
Hierarchy of Needs
Abraham Maslow was what many consider to be the father of the field of humanistic
psychology. As Witzel (2006) explains, one of his pioneering works was the model that he
established of the hierarchy of needs. Flying in the face of psychological dogma of the time, he
contended that our inner core is a complex combination of needs, desires, wants, and instincts
(Maslow, 1968). He categorizes these needs from the most basic (physiologic needs) to the most
complex (self-actualization needs). Maslow explains “when [humans] are dominated by a
certain need […] the whole philosophy of the future also tends to change” (Maslow, 1954, p. 37).
He illustrates this by the case of a starving man. For that man, food and only food will be the
priority. Once that need is satiated, other (higher) needs start to emerge. Belongingness and
love are on the tertiary level of Maslow’s model (Maslow, 1968). Moving up the model, the top
needs are listed as self-actualization. Witzel (2006) describes this as “a need to do what we feel
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we are called to do” (para. 11). It is this need that many individuals seek out to fulfill in their life
work, either through career or volunteer work.
Well-Being Theory
Rather than focusing on the negative aspects of psychology, Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) created a new niche in the field that focused, rather, on positive
psychology. As Asebedo and Seay (2015) explain, his well-being theory proposes that the wellbeing of an individual can be quantified by aspects of their life that are encapsulated in the
acronym PERMA. The well-being theory model evaluates an individual’s positive emotion
which can be determined by their sense of optimism, their engagement, which are activities in
their daily lives like reading a paper or having a hobby; their relationships, i.e., relationships
with family and friends; their meaning in life, which can be gauged by aspects such as having a
purpose in life or religious beliefs; and their accomplishments, which can be seen through their
view of how they have realized their goals. According to Seligman’s theory, if one has achieved
all of these goals, they will, as a result, achieve well-being and their life will flourish.
Seven Markers of Meaning
According to Mautz (2015), work can be a source of great meaning in individuals’ lives.
He demonstrates this through what he calls his seven markers of meaning. Under the first
marker, direction, he contends that meaning can come from work that matters and has a positive
impact on either the individual or others, and that is worthy of one’s focus and energy. Under
the second area of discovery¸ he cites three individual markers. The first is being challenged by
work that personally energizes and maximizes an individual’s learning and growth. The second
is working with a high sense of competency and self-esteem. This comes naturally from feeling
like a valued and worthy member of the team, and that one’s contribution is appreciated.
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Finally, the third marker under discovery is that of a feeling of being in control and being able to
influence outcomes and decisions, i.e., a sense of autonomy.
The remaining three markers in the Mautz (2015)’s model fall under the category of
devotion. The first marker under this category is a sense of working in a culture that is caring
and authentic. This sort of environment allows an individual to bring their whole self to work
and to truly feel that they are in harmony with and belong to the team of coworkers, leaders, and
the organization they are a part of. The second marker under devotion is a feeling of connection
and confidence in leadership and the mission of the organization. Within this model, to achieve
well-being, an individual needs to feel that they are a necessary contributor to the success of that
mission and they can make a difference toward achieving it. Finally, the last marker under
devotion is being in a situation that is devoid of corrosive behavior. Such behaviors can act as an
obstacle toward an individual being able to be their best self. Mautz (2015) postulates that when
a leader in an organization creates an environment that contains all of the elements listed here,
that individuals will find a high sense of meaning and fulfillment, which will then drive the
organization to be a highly successful one.
Ulrich and Ulrich – The Why of Work
Frankl (1992), earlier in this paper, proposed that meaning in life makes almost anything
endurable. Building on that notion, Ulrich and Ulrich (2010) propose that if we have a strong
sense of why we work at what we are working at, we can likewise endure just about anything.
Because this is their core contention, they propose that it is the duty of organizations not only to
provide work, but to provide assignments that help individuals achieve a high sense of meaning
in life. Since most individuals spend so much time each day at work, this is the ideal setting for
individuals to be able to achieve meaning in life.
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Because of this belief, Ulrich and Ulrich (2010) propose that meaning has two senses. In
the first sense, they cite humans as “meaning-making machines” that are on a mission to achieve
a sense of meaning and find the inherent value in their lives (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010, p. 3). They
contend that when employees find such meaning in their work, they will work harder, be more
engaged, passionate, and creative, and will find greater satisfaction in their work. This is why
they propose that effective leaders invest time and energy into meaning-making, thereby adding
to the value of the organization and the work performed by it.
According to their theory, Ulrich & Ulrich (2010) expound that when organizational
leaders make it a priority to develop meaning in their employees’ worlds, that the organization
will experience an abundance of creativity, hope, resourcefulness, resilience, determination, and
leadership. Because the focus of creating meaning is so positive, this can permeate out of the
company itself to the customers, investors, and society. In an educational context, this would
extend to the teachers, students, parents, and community at large.
Kouzes and Posner – A Leader’s Legacy
In their book A Leader’s Legacy, Kouzes and Posner (2006) contend that leaders would
do well if the thinking they engaged in were centered on one crucial question: “What’s my
legacy going to be if I do this?” (p. 3). In the context of a discussion of creating meaning, when
an individual goes through life thinking actively about the legacy they will leave behind, it forces
them to be more reflective about every major decision they make. While it would be easy to
think that leaving a legacy would be rather self-centered, Kouzes and Posner (2006) explain that
thinking about one’s legacy is no more selfish than thinking about one’s visions and values. The
other point they establish is that others’ contributions make an impact on our legacies, and as
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such the legacy-oriented leader invariably will also be focused on the success of those
surrounding them, in order to inspire them to greater success.
Originally a collection of essays, Kouzes and Posner (2006) center their discussion of
legacy based on four major thematic areas: significance, relationships, aspirations, and courage.
Significance, as so many of the other theorists have discussed herein, is a search for meaning in
one’s life. As such, inspirational leaders strive to sacrifice for others so that they can achieve
their highest level of performance. They teach, guide, and mentor the people they work with
towards levels of greater success. They also provide constructive criticism when needed, but in a
spirit of kindness. Seen through the lens of significance, no one is taken for granted, but all
members of the team are valued and highly esteemed.
In the area of relationships, Kouzes and Posner (2006) hold that the best relationships are
personal relationships. In fact, they hold that all relationships are personal, which means
showing a personal interest in others. As such, effective leaders should want to be liked, because
this means that they are doing their job in making those around them more effective. In any
human relationship, there are times when individuals do not see eye to eye. The effective leader,
when put in a situation like that, will seek to understand the other’s perspective. While in the
end there may not always be agreement, the individual whose opinion is heard and respected will
feel that they are a valued contributor to the overall mission. Effective leaders also work to build
trust within their teams. Finally, they allow others to thrive and grow in their relationship, which
at times may mean that some relationships need to end as those individuals move on to other
accomplishments and goals in their lives.
Regarding aspirations, Kouzes and Posner (2006) note that effective leaders must have
their own clear vision and mission before they can lead others. Once they have this clearly in
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mind, then they can be effective at leading the teams and groups that they work with towards
their goal. If a leader is truly effective, they will recognize that others have their own visions of
the world, and that there are times when someone else’s vision is a better one for a particular
time and place. When a leader is doing their job, they will help others whom they are working
with to find their own internal leader mentality, and coach them to build that capability. When
individuals are passionate about their causes, they can rise to amazing levels of leadership. Good
leaders are also followers. In fact, sometimes following the lead of others is more desirable than
always being in charge.
Under the area of courage, Kouzes and Posner (2006) explain that courage is an essential
element of leadership. Every individual has the capacity to be courageous, but it may not always
be easy. Being courageous is a choice. Any time risk is involved, courageous individuals find
ways to choose the right course that is best for all. Despite what others may contend, failure is
an option. Sometimes the best-laid plans are not the plans that should be executed or allowed.
When a leader has the vision and courage to recognize it, admit failure, and move on, they
become a leader that is highly respected and that people want to work for.
Meaning Creates Successful Organizations
Because meaning is such a deep need for humans, leaders must find ways to lead that
help people connect to their deeper purpose. Indeed, as Witzel (2006) explains, this is why
Maslow put it at the top of his hierarchy of needs. Bennis (2009) opines that inspiring from a
place of empathy and trust is crucial to developing relationships of trust. He notes the CEO of
Herman Miller, who contends that the best sort of employees to have are volunteers—people
who know they could work elsewhere but choose to work where they do because the work has
meaning and is fulfilling.
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Personal Meaning
When individuals have a sense of personal meaning, it can drive them to do great things.
As Nanus (1992) explains, when an organization has the right vision, it creates meaning in the
individual worker’s lives. When there is a shared vision, people shift from seeing themselves as
clerks or warehouse workers to part of a team that provides a valuable product to the community.
Put another way, a bricklayer goes from one who simply lays bricks to someone who is building
a home for a family in their community. In a study by Park, Kim, and Krisha (2014) on the
antecedent factors of empowered employees, personal meaning was found to exist as an
antecedent factor when it came to proactive behaviors involving employee-driven creativity and
extra role behaviors.
Quinn and Spreitzer (1997) determined there are four qualities that consistently define
employees with empowerment, one of which they identified as meaningfulness. Personal
meaning is also detectable according to whether employees voice enthusiasm for their
organization or another cause outside of the environment where they normally conduct their
work behaviors, as in the case of an employee who expresses positive sentiments about projects
underway at work (Allen & Meyer, 1996). Thus, personal meaning is a clear and distinguishable
characteristic worthy of attention in organizational science.
Organizational Meaning
The existence of a strong sense of meaning in an organization is crucial. Organizational
meaning reflects the degree to which an individual perceives that their organization’s vision lines
up with their personal vision. If employees acquire worthwhile experiences and feel a sense of
connectedness and involvement in their organizational role, but later encounter conflicting
perspectives from managers and leaders, the discordance between these two visions will
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undermine employees’ level of ownership (Pare & Tremblay, 2007). As Bennis (2009) explains,
an organization is only half of the equation; the other half is how the organization expresses
itself, and that takes place through a vision that creates a sense of meaning in the company.
When employees have a strong sense of meaning, that leads to deep engagement in the
company, but the engagement will only grow more positively if individuals’ and organizations’
meanings gel. Nanus (1992) holds forth that when a company has meaning established through a
clear vision, then everyone in the organization knows what they stand for and what the standard
of excellence is. The vision effectively says: “this is what we see as our distinctive competence,
this is what we stand for, and there is where we are going” (Nanus, 1992, p. 17). When leaders
establish clear organizational meaning, it provides the “glue” that keeps everyone together and
working towards the same goal.
Importance of Meaning
Essence of Existence
Having a meaning, or as some call it, a “calling”, can drive individuals to do
extraordinary things. Cooperrrider (2012) discusses how individuals at Apple, a company
notorious for being hard to work for, feel about their work: “My life had meaning and value
because I was involved in that work” (p. 110). He cites Marty Seligman, who considers purpose,
meaning, and significance to be “pillars bringing out the best in life” (Cooperrrider, 2012, p.
110). Indeed, numerous surveys that have asked about individuals’ main goals in life have
indicated that their highest goals are to have a meaning or purpose in life (Frankl, 1992).
Purpose in Life
Part of the meaning that we need to have in our life is a life purpose. Clark (2015)
describes individuals who perform at a high level in organizations as “Runners.” These are the
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individuals who are generally responsible for the success in many organizations. In his
estimation, the majority of them have an internal purpose built in, and that is to achieve
professional excellence. These are not individuals who are inwardly focused; they are outwardly
focused, wanting to do their best for the organization as a whole. This is their purpose in life.
When individuals like these, who have a high locus of intrinsic motivation, are asked to do
something—no matter what it is—in an organization, they look for the best way to get it done
(Zhang & Bartol, 2010).
Clark (2015) illustrates this with an anecdote about his organization. There was going to
be a showcase of new facilities, including a new ladies’ bathroom, but they wanted the restroom
to be clean and visible for viewing, which meant it could not be in use. He mentioned to one of
his highest performers the need, and almost immediately this individual was crawling under the
stalls and locking the doors from the inside. This individual has been recognized as Teacher of
the Year and a District’s Choice teacher, but at that moment, he saw his purpose, and he engaged
it because it needed to be done for the organization. Individuals with a strong sense of purpose
drive success at any organization they belong to (Kataria, Garg, & Rastori, 2012).
Value and Belonging
Another aspect of getting meaning out of work is being valued and feeling like one
“belongs.” Clark (2015) mentioned one thing that his organization did to show appreciation to
all of the staff who worked so hard to make his business a success. He sponsored a shopping
day, where the entire staff was taken to Macy’s and each given a $1,000 budget to buy
professional clothing. While some leaders may not be able to access large budgets to do this
kind of recognition, there are other sorts of things that can be done to reward high achievers. For
example, Clark (2015) mentions rewards that he made available to his high achievers that may be
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within the scope of a superintendent. For example, when he was teaching in North Carolina, his
principal announced that three teachers would be selected to go to an educator’s weekend retreat
at the North Carolina Center for Advancement of Teaching. When Clark (2015) was in the
position to hand out such opportunities, he made sure that he gave them to top performers to
make certain that it was clear to them how much they were valued as part of the organization.
While this addresses the issue of value from a high-performing standpoint, not every
school or district is going to be populated with high performers. It is important that all of the
staff have opportunites to be recognized and appreciated. However, as Mitchell (2008) explains,
rewards can be fair but not always necessarily equal. He explains that as long as you reward
people commensurate with their contribution, everyone can feel that they belong and are valued,
and seeing others get greater rewards for greater effort can motivate them to strive to do even
better themslelves.
Knowing Oneself
While there is substantial data available in the literature on happiness, researchers have
been reluctant to do empirical research on the construct of meaning. Still, McGregor and Little
(1998) discuss that there is some research extant on the topic that can enlighten us in the area of
knowing oneself. Baumiester (1992) describes the “parental paradox”, where parents do not
report that they are necessarily very happy; however, their lives are full of meaning due to their
children. People in educational leadership roles may be able to help those working for them find
meaning by identifying projects of personal interest that they can do in line with their regular
work. By being able to participate in projects that are related to the work they already do, this
ability to satisfy desires that are unique to the individual help increases the feeling of meaning
that the individual experiences.
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Academic leaders can help those working for them to know themselves through reflective
practice. As Kowalski (1999) discusses, reflective practice goes beyond the typical measuring
line of sheer years of experience in education and goes to the heart of the experience,
encouraging the gaining of new knowledge, applying that knowledge, then reflecting on the new
knowledge gained. By this reflective process, school staff can get to know themselves better and
grow professionally, therefore being able to take on further responsibilities. Such reflective
practice can also increase the sense of meaning that school and district staff receive as part of the
benefits of their work.
Adversity and Challenges
Being able to successfully take on challenges and adversity and overcome them is
another way that meaning can be added to individuals’ lives. In an experience related by Reeves
(2006), some parents had been stirred up by agitators in the community that certain practices
being done in the district such as peer-grading were going to be harmful to their students’
outcomes. The superintendent called the parents in, sat with them, and discussed their concerns.
After allowing the parents to have their say, the superintendent calmly explained the situation
and was able to defuse their concerns. Because of the superintendent’s patience in hearing out
their complaints, they were able to get a better sense that the district had their children’s best
interests in mind.
Leadership and Meaning
As the previous section discussed, positive experiences can create a shared sense of
meaning for relevant stakeholders. In good times and bad, the way that leaders act can create
meaning for individuals within the organization. An excellent example of an executive’s actions
creating tangible meaning occurred with Patricia “Pat” McDonald when she was managing a

44

factory for Intel in Hillsboro, Oregon in 2009. Due to changes in technology, it was going to be
necessary to shut down the plant at the end of the year. As Sutton (2010) explains, this was
going to lead to the termination of over 1,000 employees. In addition to expressing concern and
compassion, McDonald took action, letting the team know that while output metrics were still
important, making sure that they got new jobs and helping them through this period was going to
be the top priority. Pat and her team worked getting outplacement counseling and related
services, and personally visited other local employers, lobbying for their employees to get new
jobs. Workers at the plant note that her dogged determination to get trust and respect from
engagement, even during trying times, and her ability to empathize with her employees,
separated her from ordinary bosses. One employee noted that this “deep sense of benevolent
care at a time when the economy was collapsing […] helped maintain a sense of calm amongst
us” (Sutton, 2010, p. 247). By emphasizing people and connections, McDonald was successful
at helping many of her former employees find new jobs, and the productivity, efficiency, and
quality from that plant reached a new high in 2009.
Knowing Oneself
To be an effective leader, an individual must first know themselves. The best leaders are
self-motivated, but it is very difficult to motivate oneself if the work that individual is doing is
not aligned with their own values and purpose. Leadership by such an individual will be
lackluster at best. Peshawaria (2011) suggests that a few simple questions of introspection can
help a leader to make sure he or she is on the right track. The first question is “what few things
are most important to me?” (Peshawaria, 2011, p. 13). When an individual is clear on what few
things are most important to them, they can make sure that their career is going in the right
direction. The second question asks what an individual wants to do with their life, even if it is
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not being a leader. Questions like this can come from individual reflection, or people of
influence can prompt introspective thinking through feedback, coaching, or mentorships with
others (Janke et al., 2016). If an individual is in a position of leadership but hates it, they are not
going to be a good leader or provide meaning for others who report to them, and often this
requires insight and direction from the leader’s colleagues (Neck & Houghton, 2006). The third
question is “what results do I want to create?” (Peshawaria, 2011, p. 18). Individuals transition
from being workers when they move from being problem-solvers to purpose-finders. When a
leader has a clear vision of what success looks like for him or her, then it becomes easier to
inspire those who follow that leader to accept that same vision.
In addition to having a sense of purpose, leaders have to have a sense of values. Purpose
is the “what” that a person wants to do or pursue, while vision is the “how” they will pursue it.
Peshawaria (2011) explains that there are three questions that can be asked to determine a
leader’s values. The first is “how do I want people to experience me?” (Peshawaria, 2011, p.
24). How we want people to perceive us influences our actions. If we want to be viewed as
honest and humble, then our actions will be attuned to projecting that sort of image to others.
The second question is “what values will guide my behavior?” (Peshawaria, 2011, p. 25). Great
leaders are clear about their values, and when challenges to those values come up, they have the
courage to stick to their convictions. One individual was hired as the Search Engine
Optimization (SEO) manager for a prominent firm that performed SEO for companies
nationwide. At the time of his employment, he made one thing clear. He told the firm that he
would not lie for them. Unfortunately, that meant that sometimes clients would be told that
everything that should have been done for them had not been done for them. When this
individual joined the firm, the senior managers spent many days in court every month, defending
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charges of fraud. A year later, when this individual left the firm, the book of business doubled,
and court cases became the exception rather than the rule. This manager held honesty as a core
value, and made it drive everything that he did. Due to his stance, others in the firm became
emboldened to tell the truth, even if it was not what the client necessarily wanted to hear. This
individual’s leadership ended up creating a cultural shift in the company. The third question
regarding values is “what situations cause me to feel strong emotions?” (Peshawaria, 2011, p.
29). There is a strong link between performance and emotions. When leaders understand their
own triggers, they are better able to control their actions—and remain focused on the really
important things in the process. When a leader can achieve this goal, they will be much more
likely to achieve their purpose.
Helping Others Find Significance
Good leaders help others to find significance. A truly effective leader sees helping their
staff to develop their full potential as an intrinsic part of their daily job. Hord (1993) notes that
while there is ample research documenting the practices of effective principals, there is a paucity
of evidence-based research regarding the best practices of school superintendents. Nonetheless,
the author notes that superintendents in some high-performing districts contend that the faculty
are the best potential agents of change. Therefore, the superintendent expects and supports them
as they upgrade course offerings, facilities, materials, and their own professional development.
Another study cited in Hord (1993) notes that successful school district superintendents were the
“single most important factor” in developing a “positive district ethos” (p. 6). Numerous other
superintendents discussed by Hord (1993) included staff development as part of their process of
improving school outcomes.
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Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) explain that in addition to making sure the people they hire
have the necessary competencies and traits in order to do the job, that managers must assure that
those skills stay sharp through training that helps the employees achieve the company’s vision.
When leaders provide such training to their subordinates, it improves the level of commitment on
their part. Effective organizations include ongoing training as a part of their effort, realizing that
this will help their workers to achieve new skills and come up with innovative ideas.
Experiences Create Meaning
For good or bad, meaning comes from experiences. It is often experiences that
individuals have that leave a lasting legacy in their hearts and minds. Jim Shunk, Vice President
of Human Resources for Maxygen/Peresid, explained how his experience with a beloved mentor
shaped his career:
I remember how he could let people vent their feelings and anger—yell and
scream as if he had personally caused their problem—and still listen calmly and
with empathy. And when we’d done something that was right (proper or legal)
but it still wasn’t the right (fair) thing, he’d move mountains to rectify the
situation for one and all. Whenever I’m in doubt, I still think about what he
would say and do (Kouzes & Posner, 2011).
Shunk noted that whenever he is in a difficult situation, he still reflects back to how this former
manager dealt with things, and tries to figure out how he would have behaved in the same
situation. This anecdote illustrates a point: leaders leave an impression on the people that they
lead—at least good leaders do.
Adams (1965) describes that when workers experience treatment from leaders and
managers that exceeds their expectations, they undergo favorable inequity, whereas those who
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experience perceived substandard treatment results in unfavorable inequity. In addition,
Birecikli, Alpkan, Ertur, and Aksoy (2016) posit that what matters in these situations is whether
employees perceive the inequity to be fair and, in situations where they experience fair
unfavorable equity, they are liable to seek improvement because the inequity means something.
Thus, if the message that leaders convey is a positive one, others will act in a way that shares
their values. However, the opposite is true as well.
In another case cited by Kouzes and Posner (2011), a firm that deals in heavy equipment
is described, as well as the actions of one of their managers. The company overall has a high
commitment to safety, realizing that the equipment and environments that they work in every
day present many dangers. One of the company’s commitments to safety was a weekly walkaround, where groups of 10, led by an individual from the head office, would do safety walkarounds with the purpose of identifying any potential “points of danger” where an individual
could get hurt. Examples of this might be a manhole that was left uncovered, or an employee
who was not wearing a safety vest. Upper management demonstrated this by periodically
personally participating in safety walk-arounds.
At one location, one of the senior managers would routinely complain about the walkarounds, calling them a waste of time, and complying begrudgingly whenever management
would come on-site. The engineer from this location recounts that this leader’s attitude sent a
horrible example for the team, because it fostered a spirit of disrespect for the company’s
message of safety. As a result of this leader’s poor leadership, the team took the same point of
view. This anecdote illustrates the fact that leaders are always being watched, and people pay
attention to everything their leaders do and say. By speaking and acting in a negative way,
managers can create negative meaning for those working under their direction. As Kouzes and
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Posner (2011) conclude, in order to encourage their team to support a particular purpose, leaders
must put meaning into it with enough emotional impact so that the team is energized and excited
about the endeavor.
Love, Optimism, and Hope
Leaders can have a huge impact on the meaning that individuals working for them find in
the areas of love, optimism, and hope. While it may seem somewhat awkward to be discussing a
topic like love in a thesis about public schools, love is a term that is frequently used to describe
the passion that people have for work that they truly feel is engaging and highly motivating
(Manz, 2015). Superintendents can have a large impact on individuals in the way that they
approach creating meaning. As Wagner (2010) reports, Sandra Thorstenson, the 2008
Association of California School Administrators’ Superintendent of the Year for her region, is an
excellent example of this. Thorstenson (cited in Wagner, 2010) states: “I have one-on-one
conversations when I need to really reach people. I believe in personal engagement. People are
blown away by this. They can’t believe I’m working so hard to connect with them” (p. 27). By
taking this approach, Thorstenson created meaningful relationships with the individuals
involved. This set the tone for future communications, and helps her to effectively identify any
problems in her district. She also believes that you need to be straightforward with people. She
notes “if they know you’re listening with an open heart, and the plans reflect their opinions,
they’ll be open to them. If you can’t reflect their opinions, you tell them so they know why their
opinion does not show up in the end product” (Wagner, 2010, pp. 28–29).
Another experience that can create meaning is the visibility that superintendents can
provide by conducting site visits. Wagner (2010) suggests visiting not only principals but also
classified staff. She notes that in districts with exceptional instructional leaders, site and

50

classroom visits are a part of their weekly routine. This allows them to facilitate one-on-one
communication with individuals at every level of the school. They recognize that they simply
cannot be effective leaders sitting in an office. She cites Dr. Jody Dunlap, former Pepperdine
Superintendent of the Year, who has her leadership team responsible for collecting and
compiling anonymous comments from the various sites. These are collated and provided to the
site principal in order to use the information to create future staff development. Dunlap notes:
“[w]hen there are hardships regarding instruction, I’ll ask the teachers: ‘What can we as a district
do to help you get over this hurdle?”, adding, “Teachers appreciate this” (Wagner, 2010, p. 35).
Personal contact that occurs during site visits helps the superintendent to give their staff a
hopeful and optimistic approach that they are not alone, and that they have the full interest and
support of the district behind them.
When things are going well, it is easy to be optimistic; however, when things are going
badly, that’s where leaders can create experiences that foster an optimistic view and motivate
staff in unexpected ways. Nanus (1992) cites the example of Johnson & Johnson, one of the
world’s largest manufacturers. R.W. Johnson Jr. had an oft-repeated saying: “Failure is our most
important product” (cited in Nanus, 1992, p. 147). As a company, Johnson & Johnson had failed
on many attempted products over the years. This is part of the evolution of a successful
company. The company had failures in colored casts for children when the food dyes used
caused hospital linens to become multicolored. They also had recent failures in heart valves,
kidney dialysis machines, and ibuprofen pain relievers. As Nanus (1992) explains, this “pruning
off” of defective branches is what has enabled Johnson & Johnson to become a healthy
branching tree. As a result of the company’s positive view of failures, Johnson & Johnson has
never posted a loss in over 107 years of corporate history. Over the years, the company was
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marked by occasional failures, favorable accidents, and trial and error. Chief executive Ralph
Larsen sums it up best: “Growth is a gambler’s game” (Nanus, 1992, p. 147).
Adversity and Challenges
Experiences that stem from adversity and challenges can also create meaning. As Dlott
(2007) explains, a superintendent for the school district in Westborough found himself in the
unenviable position of having to advocate for continuing the school budget at existing levels
despite circumstances in the community that were pressing for reductions in school spending. In
that area of the country, unemployment was hitting hard, people were having less money to
spend, and the tax bills that homeowners were receiving started to get much more scrutiny.
Considering that the schools took up over 40% of the entire town budget, there was substantial
pressure on the school district to find ways to cut costs. The superintendent knew that the
maintenance of the budget was going to be a tough sell, because it still meant a 9% increase in
property taxes. The superintendent realized that the best hope to get the budget passed as it
stood, without the support from the finance department, would be to mobilize parents of schoolaged children to attend the board meeting, which was usually held on the first Saturday afternoon
in May. In order to successfully rally the parents, the superintendent crafted a careful message,
outlining how many moved to Westborough specifically for the quality of the schools. He
pointed out that the College Board and state testing numbers were always high for the district,
the schools had driven up the property values in the community, and the music program at the
school had won national recognition as one of the top hundred programs in the country. The
school was also providing special education and extras like music that are very expensive to
maintain. The schools also featured small class sizes—a small class size was one of the most
expensive elements of the budget.
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Once the message was clearly defined, as Dlott (2007) continues, the media, mailings,
public meetings, and home visits were used to drive home the message. It was emphasized to the
parents that holding the line at a 0 percent budget increase was responding to concerns about the
difficult financial conditions in the town, but if quality was to be maintained, the budget had to
pass. A scenario was presented of what it would mean to the schools if the additional cuts
recommended by the finance committee were to take place. Meetings were held at each school
with staff, as well as a general staff meeting. Teachers who lived in town were encouraged to
attend the town meeting. One member of the school board had compiled email messages of
parents in town and sent out multiple reminders to attend the meeting. Babysitting services were
provided so that parents would have somewhere to leave their kids during the entire town
meeting. As a result of this community advocacy, the town meeting was packed with voters and
the main room, as well as all of the auxiliary rooms were packed. As a result of this community
advocacy, with 900 voters present, the budget passed by 40 votes. In this situation, the
superintendent demonstrated leadership by example, and used the position to rally all of the
concerned stakeholders together—the board, teachers, administrators, and parents—to achieve
the highly meaningful goal of maintaining finances for their local schools.
Followership Theories
Followership seldom receives as much attention as leadership, yet it remains highly
important to organizational success. Organizations often look to leaders when it comes to
strategic decision-making, but followers are the stakeholders who carry out the majority of these
decisions. According to Kelley (2013), enterprises should strive to cultivate followership while
concurrently developing leadership. Chaleff (2003) distinguished between ordinary followers
and courageous followers, where the latter is markedly different in terms of their willingness to
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express their voice, challenge leaders, and constructively act against people who abuse power in
businesses, churches, schools, and government agencies.
Followership has also been described as a highly active set of functions despite common
perspectives that regard it as a passive element. Conversely, Shamir (2007) indicated that
followers have the potential to act as change agents by acting as recipients, moderators,
substitutes, or constructors of leadership, as well as being informal leaders too. However, when
researching how willing employees are to embrace principles of followership, McCallum (2013)
found that the majority of workforces regard the commitment to followership as undesirable and
unambitious, despite the essential role of followers and followership in organizational and
leadership success.
Character
In order for leaders to be effective, they must have followers. Followers, if they are to
trust an individual and follow their lead, have demands of their own. For example, Kouzes and
Pozner (2011) explain that in order for a leader to be effective, they must be credible. This
finding is substantiated by Weragoda and Opatha (2016). They explain that credibility is key to
how leaders earn the trust and confidence of the people that they lead. In order for individuals to
commit their hearts and minds to a particular cause, they must believe the leaders are credible.
Goodwin, Piazza, and Rozin (2014) found that when individuals form an impression of someone,
one of the most important characteristics they look for is that a person is of high character.
Seijts, Gandz, Crossan, and Reno (2015) hold that in a time of great crisis in the business world,
followers expect their leaders to be of high character if they want to be followed.
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Vision
In both the business world and academia, vision is considered a crucial element for
developing a following. Calhoun (2004) noted multiple times that in multiple cases of
technology launches at school districts, a firmly articulated vision from the superintendent was
crucial to the success of the project. Collins and Porras (1994) explain that vision is essential to
creating world-class organizations. As Dlott (2007) demonstrated earlier in this report, success
in securing a sufficient budget would not have been possible for the superintendent in
Westborough without a sufficient articulated vision for the future. Hord (1993) demonstrated
that superintendents in high performing districts all succeeded by having and promulgating a
strong sense of vision in their districts. Kouzes and Posner (2011) explain that for company
employees to be energized, their values and visions must give meaning and purpose to their
lives. Nanus (1992) focused on vision as a crucial element for leaders to be successful in hard
times. Peshawaria (2011) characterized having a clear vision that employees can relate to as
being a key factor in the success or failure of an organization.
Relationships
Relationships are crucial to success in any organization. Wagner (2010) illustrated how
successful superintendents build human relationships, which are a precursor to support when it is
needed. Kouzes and Posner (2011) contend that leadership is relationships, and credible leaders
make building and keeping relationships strong a top priority. When followers have good
relationships with their leaders, it is easier for them to follow their lead. Townsend et al. (2007)
note how important relationships are between the superintendent and individual board members,
and indicate that the process of building these relationships never stops. Stewart (1999)
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demonstrated that successful relationships between principals and superintendents rely upon the
formation of solid relationships.
Inspiration
In order for followers to follow, they have to be inspired. Hord (1993) elucidates that in
school districts where superintendents are considered to be exemplary, they are clear about
creating a vision for the future, then they inspire all of the stakeholders to embrace the vision and
be inspired by it. Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) cite the ability to inspire their team as a key trait
necessary in leaders. Kouzes and Posner (2011) explain that inspirational leaders are able to
imbue their team with a sense of optimism, and that the positive images generated by such
inspiration “make groups more effective […] and enhance achievement in school, the military,
and business organizations” (p. 162). Even when a failure occurs, inspirational leaders frame the
situation as temporary, which enables their teams to have a positive outlook.
Wisdom
Wisdom can be characterized as experience that enables a person to lead a life that
benefits oneself, others, and society at large (Ardelt, 2004). According to Baltes & Staudinger
(2000), in antiquity sages were held to be the carriers of wisdom, and as such they represented
guideposts of excellence to which others tried to excel. Sutton (2010) explains that wise bosses
are the ones that are devoted to finding out what they do not know. Wise bosses have a sense of
humility that allows them to ask questions, listen, get help, and challenge courses of action when
needed. In Kowalski (1998), an outstanding superintendent was asked what immediate changes
he would make if he was hired. His response was that he would make no immediate changes.
When asked why, his answer was simple: “I don’t have a crystal ball. The reason I was
successful in each of my superintendencies […] was that I was able to lead the school

56

community on a change journey” (Kowalski, 1999, pp. 238–240). Wise leaders inspire followers
by being wise enough to know they do not know everything.
K-12 Superintendents
Superintendents are leaders. They perform roles as instructional leaders by developing a
collective district vision, shaping school culture and climate, and by providing purpose and
direction for individuals and groups. Superintendents “demonstrate an understanding of
international issues affecting education, formulate strategic plans, goals, and change efforts with
staff and community” (American Association of School Administrators (AASA), 1957;
D’Alessandro, 1999; Wagner, 2010), and administrative leaders (Hord, 1993). Superintendents
perform human resources by developing a staff evaluation and development system to improve
the performance of all staff members. They select appropriate models for supervision based on
adult motivation research.
Superintendents identify alternative employee benefits packages; describe and apply the
legal requirements for personnel selection, development, retention, and dismissal (AASA, 1956,
1957; Dlott, 2007; Dykes, 1965; Malcolm, 1927; Reeves, 2006; Wagner, 2010). Exemplar
superintendents are financial leaders (AASA, 1956), and community leaders. As a community
leader, exemplar superintendents articulate district purpose and priorities to the community and
mass media. They request and respond to community feedback; demonstrate consensus-building
and conflict mediation. In addition, they identify, track, and deal with issues (AASA, 1956;
Dlott, 2007; Malcolm, 1927; Townsend et al., 2007). Exemplar superintendents also formulate
and carry out plans for internal and external communications. They show understanding of
school districts as political systems by using communication skills to build community support.
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While aligning constituencies in support of district priorities, they build coalitions to gain
financial and programmatic support, formulate democratic strategies for referenda and relate
political initiatives to the welfare of children (AASA, 1956; Dykes, 1965; Kowalski, 1999;
Malcolm, 1927; Wagner, 2010), and are general problem-solvers. As a leader, it is imperative for
superintendents to motivate the communities that they work with to move towards the objectives
of the School District (Clark, 2015). However, for individuals to feel motivated to follow the
superintendent as a leader, it has to be meaningful to them. This is characterized in the “what’s
in it for me?” idea (Peshawaria, 2011). Meaning is central to motivation in individuals.
Summary
There are multiple theories of leadership and approaches to how leaders should act in a
way to inspire those who work with them. One of the pervasive results from this literature
review is that in order for leaders to be successful, they need to provide meaning for those who
work with them. Meaning is at the heart of why people do things, and it is required in order to
get individuals and groups to fully commit to a course of action. Because superintendents have
to work with so many different levels of people—board members, principals, teachers, students,
city boards, and the community—it is imperative that they are able to clearly establish the goals
and benchmarks they hope to achieve.
To get full buy-in from the respective stakeholders, a wise superintendent will take into
consideration the points of view and attitudes of the community around them. There are times,
like in the case of the school budget in Westborough, where—for the sake of the school
district—the superintendent needed to take a stand against the establishment, in this case the
finance committee. Once the superintendent, working with his team, articulated a clear vision of
what was an absolute need for the district—maintaining the district budget at the present level—
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the superintendent worked in a cooperative manner with all levels of the school community, the
board, the principals, the teachers, the staff, and the parents to mobilize support. This case
demonstrates what all of the sources in this literature review contend: that by cooperating with
school communities, by displaying wisdom and humility, but also by taking risks when needed,
superintendents can be effective leaders.
As this paper has established, it is crucial for leaders to create meaning in the lives of the
individuals that they lead. This sense of meaning is what allows individuals to fully commit
their minds and hearts to an objective or goal. Meanings can be created through experiences as
part of the team. Meanings can also be created through the explicit acts of leaders. Numerous
theories on how meaning is developed and contextualized were discussed. Maslow’s theory
indicates that meaning, or a purpose in life is the highest level of his hierarchy of need, and
man’s greatest need.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Overview
The role of the K-12 Superintendent is to meet the needs of students, teachers,
administrators, and the community at large. K-12 Superintendents who have seen higher success
in every area of leadership are those who invest in relationships for maximum performance are
exemplars (Mautz, 2015). Exemplar K-12 Superintendents are change agents for outcomes of
education, educational improvement, and accountability (Beard 2013). In order to stir up passion
and emotion for the goals to be achieved in their followers, such superintendents need to strive to
be meaning makers (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010).
The American Association of School Administrators (AASA) created standards that
were designed to ensure excellence in the American school superintendency. Professional
Standards for the Superintendency equips superintendents to be “bold, creative, energetic, and
visionary school leaders who can respond quickly to a myriad of issues ranging from dealing
with social changes, diverse student populations, and demands for equity, to improving school
quality for every child and making effective use of new technologies” (Hoyle et al., 2005).
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed-method case study was to identify and describe the behaviors
that exemplary Southern California K-12 Superintendent leaders use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to determine
the followers’ perception of the importance of these behaviors to create personal and
organizational meaning.
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Research Questions
1. What are the behaviors that exemplary K-12 Superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration?
2. How do followers of exemplary leaders perceive the strategies related to character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration help to create personal and organizational meaning?
Research Design
The researcher chose an exploratory mixed-method case study, which studies the
meanings people make of their lived experiences (Patten, 2009). This design method was used
to explore the behaviors that exemplary K-12 Superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration.
The study design is that of a mixed-methods case study. As Creswell (1994) explains,
the mixed-methods case study mixes both qualitative and quantitative data in the same study.
The value of using both sorts of data is that a broader understanding of the topic can be elicited
by incorporating both qualitative and quantitative research. Information collected in the
qualitative research can be compared and contrasted against the data collected in the quantitative
phase of the study. The data in this study will be collected in a sequential fashion, with the
questions being provided to the Superintendents first; then the data collected from their followers
will be analyzed second. This will allow the researcher to draw conclusions based upon the
leadership criteria demonstrated by the superintendents, and how specific leadership behaviors
are perceived by their followers.
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As Creswell (2007) noted, “qualitative research begins with assumptions, a worldwide
view, the possible use of a theoretical lens, and study of research problems which inquired into
the meaning of individuals or groups ascribed to a social or human problem” (p. 37). Qualitative
methods were selected because they allow for the exploration of phenomena and the use of
instruments that have a more flexible, iterative style of eliciting and categorizing response to
questions. It is noted that “relationships between and among a number of facts are sought and
interpreted to recognize trends and patterns in data, but it does not go so far in its analysis to
establish cause and effect for them” (Patten, 2009).
According to Bassey (2003), the case study in the educational context is “investigation in
considerable depth into one or a few cases in naturally occurring social situations” (p. 115). A
crucially important factor in case studies, if they are going to represent sound research, is that the
outcomes must be trustworthy. The way the inquiry is conducted must be ethical, especially in
its respect for persons. The result of the research must have significance to a particular group.
Finally, the research must be reported in a form meaningful to the audiences that may wish to
read the study. In this case, the case report (this thesis) posits a theoretical position, then uses the
research collected in the case study to prove or disprove the theoretical position.
Once the data has been collected, it will be incorporated into the case study reported upon
in the results section. As Bassey (2003) explains, such a case study would contain seven crucial
elements. First, it would explore the significant features of the case. Second, it will create
interpretations of the data that are plausible. Third, it will have adequate testing for the
trustworthiness of the interpretations being made. Fourth, it will construct a valid argument or
story regarding the hypothesis. Fifth, it will connect this argument to relevant research on the
topic being explored. Sixth, it will provide a convincing argument regarding the hypothesis
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being proffered. Finally, an audit trail will exist within the study which will permit other
researchers to either challenge or validate the findings, or provide alternative arguments to those
being concluded in the case study.
Population
Population is defined as “a group of elements or cases, whether individuals, objects or
events, that conform to specific criteria and to which we intend to generalize
the results of the research” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). The target population
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010) for this study consisted of approximately 1,065 California
public school K-12 Superintendents. The target population may be different from the survey
population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study, the target population was limited to
exemplar Southern California K-12 Superintendents who demonstrated behaviors that exhibited
strategies related to character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration that could be
witnessed by their followers. Another characteristic of the survey population is that they have
followers who can attest to the qualities of their superintendents. The twelve (12) followers will
be designated by the three (3) exemplar superintendents.
Sample
A purposive sampling technique was used to collect data that may answer the research
questions. In educational research, nonprobability sampling is the most common type used. It
does not involve random selection of population; however, it involves selecting subjects who
represent certain characteristics or who are accessible or convenient. With convenience
sampling, the researcher chooses subjects that are available or expedient. Convenience samples
are widely used in quantitative as well as qualitative studies when trying to better understand
relationships that may exist. In purposeful sampling, the researcher selects subjects based on
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what she knows about the subject and which participants will represent the topic of interest
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
It is common in qualitative research to use a smaller sample size. The sample for this
study consisted of three (3) exemplar Southern California K-12 Superintendent leaders who have
five years or more of experience as a superintendent and who were recommended by colleagues
in the field as someone to watch, as having the strategies used to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves. As McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explain,
sometimes there is a reason not to select just a random sampling of a population. At times, when
there is a specific phenomenon under investigation, based on the experience and researcher’s
knowledge of the population, they may choose to select a subset of the population that speaks
most specifically to the research question. In the case of this research, the researcher interviewed
a sample of K-12 superintendents from varied school districts, regarding the meaning-making
domains of: character, vision, relationships, wisdom and inspiration of superintendents in
southern California.
Patten (2009) states, the use of participants from diverse sources is a
methodological strength of a qualitative study when the researcher has a broader interest
then a single source (p.151). The three (3) exemplary superintendents will each designate twelve
(12) followers of their choice to take a specially designed survey instrument.
Instrument
Patton (2002) describes three basic approaches to collecting qualitative data through openended interviews: (a) informal conversational interviews, (b) the general interview guide
approach, and (c) the standardized open-ended interview. All participants were given a
structured interview from a list of questions. This was followed up by a survey portion delivered
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via Survey Monkey. To ensure all relevant topics were covered, the researcher used a checklist
(Patton, 2002). The general interview was also chosen because the researcher was interviewing
candidates from different locations in southern California and wanted consistency. The link to
Survey Monkey was provided by the researcher with a cover email and the Superintendents
emailed it to the followers they selected. As was mentioned earlier in this study, this is a mixedmethods study. The interview questions functioned as the qualitative portion of the study, and
the survey comprised the quantitative portion (Patton, 2002). The interview and survey
questions were designed by the entire thematic-research team and were geared to exemplary
leaders and their followers. The interview questions can be found in Appendix (B).
Interviews were considered to be an important aspect of this research study because they
provide information that cannot be elicited strictly through survey methods. As McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) point out, there are many advantages that are inherent in the interview
method. For example, an interviewer can take a response and probe, follow up, clarify, or
elaborate to get further details on a response. Interviews have a much higher response rate than
survey methods—especially when considering personal qualities or feelings about leadership
which are the central research question of this study. In order to prevent bias, the interviewer
must consider themselves to be a neutral agent through which the information flows. If this
method is applied successfully, then several different interviewers applying exactly the same
methods should arrive at the same results. A way that the interviewer can increase the accuracy
of their interpretation of the interview results is to provide a written list of their perceptions of
the interviewee’s responses to the respondent. The respondent can then read the interpretations,
and provide written feedback to correct any misconceptions or misinterpretation of the
respondent’s responses. While the bulk of the interview questions will be structured, some at the
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end will be semi-structured, allowing the respondent more latitude in their response, and
allowing additional insights to arise from the interview process.
The question format is open-ended, which gives participants opportunity to elaborate
freely and a pre-interview script (Appendix B) was sent ahead to create a more relaxed
environment where the participants felt comfortable and had time to elaborate openly. During
the interview, the researcher was careful to remain unemotional and non-judgmental of the
responses from the participants. The researcher began the interview with a conversation to
establish rapport with each participant. Then the questions in the interview guide were asked.
After the responses are coded, as mentioned above, the transcripts of the responses will be
provided to the respondents for their further review, clarification, and expansion.
The second aspect of this mixed-method pilot study, the questionnaire, is highly
structured. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explain that there are three general survey
question approaches that can be utilized, descriptive, exploring a relationship, or explanatory
questions. The use of surveys allows firsthand exploration of the participants’ experiences
(Horburgh, 2003). As McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explain, descriptive survey questions
allow respondents to quantify a response, like, “How long does it take for a superintendent to
develop a working relationship with those reporting to them?” Relationship exploration survey
questions probe differences in preferences, like, “Do those reporting to superintendents prefer
someone who is highly communicative as opposed to someone who keeps communication
strictly related to the job?” Explanatory questions, on the other hand, allow more latitude,
enabling the respondents to indicate variations and predict causal relationships. Each response is
coded numerically, making it subject to statistical assumptions and conditions (Patten, 2009).
Another benefit of the survey method is that it is considered to be generalizable across the
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population, making it a stronger method to predict larger populations from a relatively small
representative sampling.
Validity and Reliability
Any time that qualitative research is collected, validity of the data is a concern. As
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) point out, qualitative research is much easier because it is a
relatively straightforward thing to determine the relationship between independent and dependent
variables and to determine whether the effect being sought is influenced by manipulation of these
constructs. Because qualitative research can be influenced by interviewer or coder biases, it is
crucial that each and every method available be used to demonstrate sound data-collection and analysis techniques.
There are several approaches that have been outlined by experts in the field that will be
applied in this study. First, McMillan and Schumacher (2010) recommend that multimethod
strategies be employed, which will allow for triangulation of data collection and analysis.
Creswell and Miller (2000) explain that triangulation allows researchers to examine multiple
different sources of information to determine whether there is convergence among the sources
that point out recurrent themes or categories in a study. By utilizing triangulation, this adds to
the validity of the narrative accounts, because the researchers have utilized additional methods
like surveys as evidence, rather than just depending upon the interviews as the sole data point.
Another approach mentioned by McMillan and Schumacher (2010) is member checking.
This process, described by Creswell and Miller (2000) allows the participants in the study to
function as a part of the validation cycle. “It consists of taking data and interpretations back to
the participants in the study so that they can confirm the credibility of the information and
narrative account” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 127). By performing iterative checks with the
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study participants in the pilot study, the researchers can confirm whether or not their collection
and interpretation of data is valid, and if there is agreement on the part of the participants that the
conclusions being reached by the researchers are an accurate reflection of reality.
A final method recommended by McMillan and Schumacher (2010) is that of
mechanically recorded data. By utilizing video and/or audio recorders to capture the interview
content, a detailed review can be conducted by multiple coders, who can then compare their
results with one another to determine if they are interpreting the data similarly. This provides an
audit trail through the research that Cresswell and Miller (2000) note will be valuable if there are
questions as to bias on the part of coders or interviewers. In this way, if an external auditor
reviews the recorded information, this can serve as additional verification of the credibility of the
research findings.
Field Test
Respondents of the field test consisted of 12 thematic peer researchers asking 5
participants to take the pilot survey twice. Participants chosen were followers of exemplary
leaders with similar characteristics of the population to be studied but would be exempt from
participating in the study. The pilot survey was given twice in seven days to the same
respondents to test for reliability. Creswell (2005) stated, “The researcher administers the test at
two different times to the same participants at a sufficient time interval” (p. 162).
Confidentiality was maintained and responses sent to an evaluator for collection via software
application—SurveyMonkey. The survey was checked for validity, reliability, and clarity before
final release by faculty and the instrumentation expert. The final survey was used to conduct the
study by all thematic researchers with 12 followers of exemplary leaders.
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Interviews were conducted in a face-to-face setting, and the researcher asked a series of
scripted, open-ended questions that were designed by the thematic research team. Before the
interviews began, the informed consent form (see Appendix A: Consent Form) was read and
signed, and the research participant’s bill of rights (see Appendix F: Bill of Rights) was read,
discussed, and provided to each participant. Participants also received a copy of the Protecting
Human Research Participants Certification form the National Institute of Health (Appendix G:
NIH Certification). Participants were provided the audio recording release form (see Appendix
I: Audio Release Form). After documents were signed, the 45- to 60-minute interview was
conducted. All interviews were confirmed ahead of time to save time as the researcher traveled
from northern California to southern California. The surveys were sent to the followers the
following week and a thank-you note was sent to the superintendents the same week. The
researcher had to remind the followers twice before she received 25 completed surveys.
The researcher modified the interview protocol after a field test was conducted. The
purpose of the field test was to determine if the interview questions would be understood easily
and would arrive at answering the research questions. The field test consisted of the initial
interview questions being reviewed by four individual leaders in the education field who are
familiar with the researcher’s research topic and in conducting qualitative studies. These
individuals made suggestions that the researcher used to finalize the interview questions.
Employing the recommendations and feedback provided during the field test the following
questions in Appendix B were developed and given to the participants. Based on participants’
response to each of the questions, follow-up questions were then asked:
1. “Would you expand upon that a bit?"
2. “Do you have more to add?”
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3. “What did you mean by …”
4. “Why do think that was the case?”
5. “Could you please tell me more about …”
6. “Can you give me an example of …”
7. “How did you feel about that?”
Data Collection
In this dissertation, the interview guide was developed by the thematic research team
from Brandman University through reflection of the research questions and guidelines
recommended by Van Manen for the collection of data through interview. Van Manen (1990)
recommended that “interview subjects simply describe the experience and not be asked to
rationalize behavior or state why they did something” (p. 86). Therefore, the specific interview
questions were designed to identify information that would provide an understanding of how K12 Superintendents made meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration.
The researcher adopted a face-to-face, semi-structured, general interview method for data
collection during the meeting with participants. This method was used to establish trust between
the participants and the researcher and also to create an environment for the participants to feel
relaxed when responding to the questions. However, before the actual face-to-face interview, the
researcher emailed the questions ahead of time so the participants would feel comfortable and
was prepared to give in-depth, detailed answers to the interview questions. The researcher also
provided an email link to the survey for the twelve (12) followers of the three (3) exemplar K-12
Superintendents to examine how they perceived the strategies related to character, vision,
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relationships, wisdom and inspiration as helping to create personal and organizational meaning
on the part of their leader.
Data Analysis
Creswell and Plano (2011) state that “permission needs to be sought from multiple
individuals and levels in organizations, such as individuals in charge of sites, from people
providing the data… and from campus-based institutional review boards (IRBs) to collect data
from individuals and sites” (p. 175). An IRB is a committee used in research that is to approve,
monitor, and review behavioral research involving human beings to ensure the rights and welfare
of participants are protected. Prior to beginning research, the researcher applied for approval
from Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB). After receiving the permission
of (BUIRB) (Appendix H), the researcher sent out all pertinent information, which included a
cover letter, a consent form, and a link to complete the survey through email.
Once the data has been collected through both the semi-structured interviews and the
questionnaires, there will be a data-coding process, where the information will be coded using
NVivo analysis software. As Corbin and Strauss (2015) recommend, coding for concept
development and elaboration will occur on the transcripts of the interview questions. If concepts
that are uncovered are unclear or there are questions, the researcher will communicate with the
research participant for clarification, as discussed earlier in this paper. As proposed by Corbin
and Strauss (2015), careful notes will be taken with memos and notes describing how the coding
decisions were made. Memos will be taken throughout the coding process to elucidate the
thinking and decision-making processes along the way. These memos and notes provide a clear,
concise explanation of the underlying research themes and patterns. These notes will be
invaluable as the findings section of the research paper is prepared, as they will provide a
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foundation for writing the outline for that section, and later filling in the gaps and writing the
detailed findings. Notes and memos will also be a valuable addition in the event that reviewers,
editors, or the professor wishes to audit the research process.
As noted earlier in this report, triangulation is the rationale that has been applied to the
mixed-methods research approach of this study. As Combs and Onwuegbuzie (2010) explain,
this methodology is applied when researchers wish to compare findings from the quantitative
research with qualitative results. In the case of this study, there will be one set of qualitative
results, which consists of coded responses from the oral interviews conducted. There will be one
set of quantitative results, which will reflect the answers from the surveys that the participants
took. It is the intent of the researchers to perform their analysis of the quantitative research
initially, the results of which will inform the qualitative research findings. The analytical
decisions will be performed a-posteriori, as is commonly done with qualitative-dominant mixed
analysis research. The generalizations that will be drawn from the data are naturalistic
generalizations. As Combs and Onwuegbuzie (2010) opine, when interview topics are based
primarily on vicarious or personal experiences, and the meanings arise from that experience, the
generalizations are reified and adapted through these repeated encounters.
The information from the completed questionnaires will be entered into the database,
with corresponding numbers reflecting the Likert Scale options chosen by the respondents. The
survey allowed participants to respond to each question with a ranking from 1 to 6, with 1 being
not important, and 7 being highly important. Participants completed the questionnaire after their
leaders had completed their oral semi-structured interviews. The results from the statistics
obtained through the questionnaires were analyzed utilizing descriptive statistics. The statistics
that were gathered and analyzed include mean and percentage.
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Limitations
Limitations are areas over which the researcher has no control and they limit the extent to
which a study can be generalized. They sometimes affect the end result and conclusions that can
be drawn (Roberts, 2010). Experiences of K-12 superintendents are diverse and all the variations
of the general population could not be included in a study. This study also had the following
identified limitations:
1. The superintendents in this study represented a small population of K-12 Southern
California superintendents.
2. The researcher focused on three (3) superintendents in southern California.
3. The natural bias of the researcher was considered in the design of the study.
To alleviate the bias of the researcher, she relied on four faculty researchers and 12 other
doctoral students to co-create interview questions and developed and administered a survey to
only twelve (12) of their followers.
The researcher also had to consider the time and distance to the K-12 Superintendents
and their followers. The researcher lived in Northern California and the respondents live in
Southern California. Due to busy schedules of the respondents, the researcher had no control
over who was going to be available to complete the interview. Trying to keep the interviews to
45-60 minutes seemed to minimize the scope of the study. Conducting the interviews in
Southern California minimized the response and allowed for face-to-face interviews. By
utilizing online surveys, the researcher was able to maximize the time that participants needed to
complete the surveys by utilizing email responses. Roberts (2010) suggests being open and
honest about how the limitations of others may determine the degree of the effects on the study.
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Summary
It is noted by T. J. Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young, and Ellerson (2011) that school
boards cited the top three reasons for choosing their superintendent: (1) personal characteristics,
(2) potential to be a transformational change agent, and (3) instructional leadership. Today’s
school districts, parents, students, and communities want K-12 superintendents who can prepare
all stakeholders for the 21st century and find meaning in their personal and professional lives.
They need to be able to understand how to apply information from those theories by creating
experiences and leading in a way that provides meaning to the stakeholders they deal with.
This research was designed to answer the following research questions:
1. What are the behaviors that exemplary K-12 Superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration?
2. How do followers of exemplary leaders perceive the strategies related to character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration help to create personal and organizational meaning?
Chapter III discussed the methodology used to gain information on ways in which K-12
Superintendents used to make meaning for themselves and their followers through character,
vision, relationships, wisdom and inspiration. This chapter identified the population, sample
size, instruments, and the collection of data. In addition, field test, analysis of data, limitations
and finally validity.
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Chapter 4: Research, Data Collection, and Findings
This chapter consists of the research methodology that was used in this study in addition
to the methods, the data-collection process and the results of the study from the data obtained
from the 3 educational leaders, as well as 20 of their followers. The qualitative data consisted of
the semi-structured interview with the educational leaders, with the quantitative data collected
via questionnaires from the followers of the leaders that were interviewed. This chapter starts
with a brief review of the purpose statement that drove the course of study, the research
questions the research was aimed at answering, the participants that provided input for the study,
and the methodology of the study. Following this review, this chapter will also present the data
analysis, which includes a narrative assessment of the data and visual representations in the form
of a table.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed-method case study was to identify and describe the behaviors
that exemplary Southern California K-12 superintendent leaders use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to determine
the followers’ perception of the degree of importance of these behaviors to create personal and
organizational meaning.
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Research Questions
1. What are the behaviors that exemplary K-12 superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration?
2. How do followers of exemplary leaders perceive the strategies related to character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration to help create personal and organizational meaning?
Methodology
In order to answer the research questions, a mixed-methods approach was utilized, which
allowed for a deeper insight into the concepts that are held in regard to the behaviors that leaders
engage in, as well as the effect the behaviors of the leaders have on their followers. The
qualitative portion of the study was conducted through semi-structured face-to-face interviews
with three exemplary K-12 superintendent leaders. Prior to the interview, each superintendent
received a copy of the questions that would be asked during the interviews to give them an
opportunity to prepare. After each interview concluded, a transcription of the interview was
conducted using a web-based transcription service.
The resulting transcriptions were then reviewed for clarity and accuracy while comparing
the documents to the tape-recorded interviews. Once the transcripts were found to be free from
errors, the transcribed interviews were then coded to determine and identify any patterns that
might arise that were applicable to the research question regarding the behaviors of the leaders
that help to create personal and organizational meaning for themselves and their followers
through character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration. The use of QSR International’s
NVivo 10 software (NVivo, 2012) was used to assist with the identification of the themes and
patterns that were present in the interviews with the superintendent leaders.
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Upon the completion of the interviews conducted with the leaders, each leader sent a
survey to 12 of their followers. This constituted the quantitative aspect of the study. The surveys
were sent to the followers via a SurveyMonkey link. In order to move past the first page of the
emailed survey, participants were required to read and agree to their participation, which was
indicated by their completion of the informed-consent page.
Interrater Reliability
The use of an inter-coder was utilized to establish reliability of the coded data that served
as the base for this research study. As suggested by Sadler (1989), the use of a third party to
identify trends, patterns, and themes can help to reduce the influence bias may have, as the use of
an outside individual can help to increase objectivity and fairness in the analysis of the data
obtained during the course of the study. After the first interview was transcribed, the inter-coder
reviewed the data analysis for the purpose of identifying themes and patterns in the interviews
conducted with the superintendent leaders. There was a greater than 80% agreement between
researcher and inter-coder.
Population
In order to explore the variables that were outlined in the research questions, it was
necessary to recruit a large population of participants. According to McMillan and Schumacher
(2010, p. 129), a population is defined as “a group of elements or cases, whether individuals,
objects or events, that conform to specific criteria and to which we intend to generalize the
results of the research.” The population for this study consisted of approximately 1,065 publicschool K-12 superintendents throughout Southern California. Out of this population, 3
superintendents were selected to be interviewed, who then recruited 12 of their followers to
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complete a survey on their perception of the behaviors that their leaders engage in that can help
or hinder the development of personal and organizational meaning.
For the purposes of this study, the term exemplary leader was defined as exhibiting a
minimum of five of the following characteristics:
1. Evidence of successful relationships with followers.
2. Evidence of leading a successful organization.
3. A minimum of five years of experience in the profession.
4. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings.
5. Recognition by peers.
6. Membership in a professional association in their field.
An additional indicator of exemplary leaders among superintendents is guided by the
definition set forth by Goodwin, Piazza, and Rozin (2014), which also aligns with the theoretical
definition for this type of behavior. An exemplary leader is someone who is set apart from his or
her peers by a supreme manner, suitable behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied by
others to shape their own leadership behavior.
Sample
The use of non-probability, purposeful convenience sampling was utilized to recruit the
exemplary superintendent leaders from the greater population of 1,065 California public-school
K-12 superintendents who were employed in school settings within Southern California. The use
of non-probability sampling is commonly found in research that is conducted within the
educational setting, as it allows the researcher to target the individuals who are the focus of the
particular study and/or topic of interest (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Out of the 1,065
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superintendents who served as the population for this study, 3 were selected to participate. While
this may be a small sample, it is sufficient for the purposes of transferability and generalizability
(Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2006). Each of the exemplary superintendent leaders then recruited 12
followers to participate in the next part of the study, which consisted of the completion of a
survey on the behaviors that exemplary leaders engage in while in the workplace. However, of
the 36 followers that were recruited by the exemplary superintendent leaders, only 20 followers
provided completed surveys by the end of the duration of the study.
Demographic Data
Exemplary Superintendents (Leaders)
The three exemplary superintendents who participated in this study were all male. See
Table 1 for a breakdown in the demographics of the exemplary superintendents by gender,
education, and the presence of characteristics that have been associated with what it means to be
an exemplary leader.
Table 1
Exemplary Leader
Demographics
Leaders

Gender

Leader 1
Leader 2
Leader 3

M
M
M

Age
54
57
50
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Table 2
Exemplary Leader Criteria
Exemplary Leader Criteria
1. Level of education
2. Successful relationships with followers
3. Evidence of leading a successful organization
4. 5+ years of experience in the profession
5. Written works and presentations
6. Recognition by peers
7. Membership in a professional association in their
field

Leader 1
Ed.D
X
X
X
X
X
X

Leader 2
Ed.D
X
X
X
X
X
X

Leader 3
Ed.D
X
X
X
X
X
X

Followers
In regard to the 20 participants who were recruited by the superintendents, there was
more of a mix of genders represented in the sample, with 9 females and 11 males. The majority
of followers were between the ages of 41-60 years (N = 14), while one was over the age of 61
years. See Table 3 for more information on the demographic data for the followers who
participated in the study via the completion of a quantitative, Likert-type survey.
Table 3
Demographic Information for Followers
Demographic Information

# of Respondents

Total Responses

20

Gender
Female
Male

9
11

Age
23-30
31-40
41-50
51-60

0
5
7
7

80

60+

1

Years in Organization
0-5
6-10
11-20

4
4
7

Time with Current Leader
0-2
3-5
6-10
11+

5
5
9
1
Data by Research Questions

Research Question 1: Input from Exemplary Superintendents
What are the behaviors that exemplary K-12 superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration?
To fully understand the impact of exemplary superintendents, a full analysis of their
influence on other leaders is needed. This requires the collection and analysis of data to identify
key behaviors that each leader uses. The data collected from leaders that were identified as
exemplary K-12 superintendents made it possible to compare the results and identify key
behaviors. This analysis focused on the input collected from the superintendents in regard to
their use of the variables. By comparing the performance of three key leaders within the sample
group, it was possible to identify how each leader uses the variables, as well as their individual
mindsets regarding how they view each area.
A semi-structured interview was conducted with each of the three superintendents
identified as exemplary leaders. The interview focused on collecting data based on each
superintendent’s recommendations for how to develop and use skills in each of the variables.
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This process involved asking each superintendent about their specific use of the variables and
compiling the data to find common behaviors.
The influence of each superintendent can be seen in the recommendations they provided.
These recommendations are also likely to be used to guide other leaders in their leadership
development. Therefore, it is important to see how each participant used skills in each area to
promote leadership development, as it is the key to their success. The data collected from each of
the superintendents helped to provide insight into the perception by exemplary superintendents
regarding the behaviors they can contribute to personal and organizational meaning. Table 1
represents the total number of codes with frequency from the three superintendents for each
domain. Vision had the highest number of codes overall, indicating the importance that all
superintendents placed on this domain. Superintendent 1 said, “Let students work together and
develop soft skills, teach each other, still room for direct instruction.” Superintendent 2 said,
“You can’t really speak to or say what the vision of the school or district is because it belongs to
everybody.” Superintendent 3 said, “When we land on a vision, I think it’s because there’s been
some level of collaborative impact.”
Table 4
Domains, Codes, & Code Frequency
Domains
Vision

Character

Vision

Codes
Focus on best instruction,
high standards, be
intentional
Authentic leader 24/7,
integrity, open and honest,
steadfast, servant leader,
hard work ethic
Shared vision and decision
making and collaborative
impact
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Code frequency
22

19

17

Relationship

Vision
Inspiration
Vision
Relationship
Character
Relationship
Character
Vision
Wisdom
Wisdom
Inspiration
Wisdom
Character
Inspiration
Inspiration

Mutual trust, be welcoming,
understands people, builds
trusting relationships
Accept feedback, clear
message
Celebrating others,
connection, collaboration
Constant improvement, be
spontaneous, develop ideas
Sharing of ideas, everyday
leadership
Positive role model
Appreciates others
Work-life balance, care and
responsibility
Facilitation, leader as
cheerleader
Empathy, people matter
Be strategic, try new things
Be open, be a risk-taker,
innovation
Communication, consistent
message
Treat people with respect
Passion, positive attitude
Create a mystique

14

12
12
11
11
10
9
8
8
6
6
6
4
3
2
1

Character and relationships were evidenced as important after vision. All superintendents
stated the five domains were vital in exemplary leadership, with inspiration and wisdom being
less frequent. Regarding character, Superintendent 1 said, “I have to be in my A-game all the
time... as a positive role model.” Superintendent 2 concurred, stating, “I think by modeling it, it
is bringing importance to it.” Similarly, Superintendent 3 said, “I need to make sure I model
what servant leadership looks like by finding opportunities to recognize them.”
The code Focus on best instruction with high standards and be intentional was
referenced 22 times, which indicated the most frequent code within vision and more frequent
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than the character code of authentic leader 24/7 with integrity, openness and honesty. A
steadfast, hard work ethic and servant leader were referenced 19 times. The most frequent
relationship code of mutual trust, welcoming, understands people, and builds trusting
relationships was referenced 14 times. Superintendent 1 stated that inspiration was achieved by
“being visible and treating others the way you want to be treated.” Superintendent 2 stated that
vision was created when “people don’t know what they don’t know ... I’d rather take positive
steps and make a mistake than not take steps.” Superintendent 3 said, “I need to have wisdom for
the organization if I am a good leader, I am going to have a lot of smart people in my ear and I
can find people to help with that.”
Peshawaria (2011) characterized having a clear vision that employees can relate to as a
key factor in the success or failure of an organization.
Table 5 shows the five domains as a percentage by exemplary K-12 superintendents and
the importance they have in creating personal and organizational meaning. Both superintendents
1 and 2 placed vision as the most important domain with 42% and 50% respectively.
Superintendent 3 had vision as third most important domain at 19%. Vision, character and
relationship domains had a variance of 32 percentage points between all three superintendents,
but each of them placed these domains in their top three.
Table 5:
Five Domains as a % by Exemplary K-12 Superintendents
Domains
Character
Vision
Relationships
Wisdom
Inspiration

Superintendent 1
18%
42%
17%
10%
14%

Superintendent 2
22%
50%
17%
2%
9%
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Superintendent 3
27%
19%
34%
9%
9%

It is important to note that Superintendent 2 rated wisdom at 2% but commented on it being a
part of the other four domains as well. Superintendent 1 said, “I think wisdom is wound into the
first four but I think the first four are definitely important.” Both Superintendents 1 and 2 rated
relationships at 17% and placed it very close to character at 18% and 22%. Clearly, these two
domains were thought to be important in creating meaning.
Table 6 illustrates the top 10 most frequent codes from the three superintendents
collectively. Relationships appeared in 9 codes, vision appeared in 8 of the codes and character
and inspiration appeared in 7 codes. Wisdom appeared in 5 codes but was often referenced
throughout the other four domains. All three superintendents talked about the interplay of the
various domains and expressed the importance of hard work ethic, being intentional and a caring
servant leader. Superintendent 1 said, “People feel important. Like you care because you do,
that’s why you’re there.” Superintendent 3 agreed, stating, “Intentionality ... understanding who
are the people you work for and developing relationships as a servant leader.”

Table 6:
Top 10 Codes and Interplay of the Five Domains
Top 10 overall codes
Focus on best
instruction, high
standards, be
intentional
Authentic leader
24/7, integrity, open
and honest,
steadfast, hard work
ethic, servant leader,
honor the work
Shared vision and
decision making and
collaborative impact

Frequency
22

Domains
Vision/Relationships/Character

19

Character/Inspiration/Relationships

17

Vision/Inspiration/Character/Wisdom/Relationships
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Mutual trust, be
welcoming,
understands people,
builds trusting
relationships
Accepts feedback,
clear messages
Celebrating others,
connection,
collaboration
Constant
improvement, be
spontaneous,
develop ideas
Sharing of ideas,
everyday leadership
Positive role model
Appreciates others,
believes in people,
listens to others

14

Character/Relationships/Vision/Inspiration/Wisdom

12

Vision/Wisdom/Relationships

12

Inspiration/Relationships/Vision

11

Vision/Inspiration/Wisdom

11

Relationships/Character/Vision/Inspiration/Wisdom

10
9

Character/Vision/Relationships
Relationships/Character/Inspiration

When it comes to methods to develop a vision, Superintendent 3 suggested looking
outside of one’s current organization, seeking out opportunities such as conferences and
meetings in order to enrich personal development, and reading academic journals. He stated, “I
recommend that principals on up should be subscribing to the Harvard Business Review ... I
think there’s a tremendous amount of cross-training that helps you develop those ideas for
vision.” Seeking outside help and influences is a common method of improving skills in
multiple areas. However, vision seems to be the most affected by this method. The vision that
people develop is often based on the totality of their experiences. Over time, people are shaped
by their experiences that, in turn, shape the vision. Superintendent 1 stated, “Let the students
work together and develop soft skills, teach each other, with room for direct instruction. That
vision then becomes clean facilitation ... it’s spotless.”
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Superintendent 2 recommends that those looking to be stronger leaders and to have a
better-developed sense of vision should seek experiences beyond what they are already exposed
to. He stated, “The message to the community is we are a great school district, high-achieving
and getting good test scores, but we are falling behind the rest of the world. We don’t just
compete locally but we have to compete globally.” This will give them the experiences that they
need to reshape their vision. As the number of quality experiences increases, their vision will
develop on a more complex level and have a deeper level of insight than if they had stayed
confined in their current organization or environment.
All of the superintendents concurred that relationships are important. Superintendent 1
said, “I was there supporting and staff knew I was on their side.” Superintendent 2 said,
“Immerse yourself in the culture and meet with everybody and have conversations.” Finally
Superintendent 3 stated, “We spend a lot of time in process, in community process to make sure
what we are sharing is clear and what people need to know about.” It is important for those
seeking to create better relationships that they seek to improve their own character. Character
relates directly to how people are viewed in organizations. The value that people place on a
leader’s character is proportional to their experiences and how the overall group feels about that
person. Mutual trust, being welcoming, understanding people, and building trusting relationships
was a code that encompassed all five domains 14 times. Therefore, it is important for those
looking to form new relationships to place a higher value on character. This will help the other
person see the value of the leader with the potential of forming a lasting relationship. Without
this character value, there is little incentive for anyone to form relationships. Superintendent 1
explained this as “bringing my A-game all the time. I treat people with respect, I’m open and you
know, fortunately, it’s fun for me to meet new people.” Superintendent 2 shared that “treating
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people respectfully and honoring their work and positions” is the positive model to live by.
Lastly, Superintendent 3 stated, “valuing people in practical and thoughtful ways ... including
their opinions and thoughts meant something and could change our direction ... I think people
appreciate that.”
It is important for each of these new relationships to continue to have value over time by
offering what the other people in these relationships find valuable. The code shared vision,
decision-making and collaborative impact had a frequency of 17 and included all five domains,
as did the code sharing of ideas and everyday leadership at a frequency of 11 times. This
emphasized the importance of all five domains in the work of exemplary superintendents
creating meaning. They concurred that being an authentic leader 24/7, with integrity, being open
and honest, steadfast, hard work ethic, servant leader and honoring the work was a code
referenced 19 times and evidenced at least three domains.
The potential effects of improving vision, relationships, character, and leadership quality
are not limited to the individual. Entire organizations can see significant improvements if these
processes are used on a wide scale across the organization. It could create a continuous cycle
where staff members make self-improvements while working to improve the quality of their
relationships. In turn, the efforts to improve relationships will promote positive changes
throughout the organization. That being the case, it is possible for organizations to see significant
improvements on both the personal and the organizational levels. Therefore, it is important for
organizational leaders to participate in this cycle and work to promote it across the organization.
The organization will begin to make improvements that will motivate the staff through vision to
continue to make improvements. The end result is a form of organizational synergy that can lead
organizations and their leaders to higher performance. These resources are developed with
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leadership training as a key component of their design. With years of experience in creating such
resources, leaders will likely find that these resources will be highly effective. This
recommendation shows that the quality of the experiences used to develop vision and leadership
skills relates to their effectiveness. Therefore, leaders that are looking to expand their vision
should focus on finding resources and experiences of a high quality. This can be done more
effectively by relying on resources that are proven and recommended by highly experienced
leaders in a given field.
The superintendents stressed the importance of character in their roles. Superintendent 1,
in particular, stressed the importance of maintaining strong character even under adverse
conditions. He recounts several stories of incidents where he was challenged by people that he
interacted with where it became difficult to maintain his good character. He said, “We all get into
discussions about what we are going to do, but the final outcome is we’re going to do what’s best
for kids.” Overall, the superintendents highlighted the importance of having strong character
because of their condition in the community and influence over other professionals in their
organization. Superintendent 2 said, “More and more we are finding that our own people just
compete better for promotions, than hiring from outside. And so ... we think them having been
part of the work sets them up in a better situation to lead them.”
Having a stronger sense of character as well as putting the needed effort into the
relationship may be an effective way of maintaining a relationship’s value. By establishing these
types of relationships with higher-quality people, leaders will begin to see a developmental
change in their ability to improve their character and form relationships will become more
effective. Superintendent 3 stated, “I think the strategy involved the people that I was leading
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and the people trusted me.” As a result, these leaders are more likely to be effective in creating
organizational meaning.
All superintendents noted that it is important for strong leaders to focus on inspiring other
people within the organization. All of the superintendents recounted specific actions that they
took to be inspirational in their organizations. Superintendent 1 described attending sporting
events and developing positive interactions with teachers, to inspire the teaching community. By
being present and positive, these leaders were able to inspire staff members to continue to
improve. Superintendent 3 said, “Inspiration can come from many sources, and I need to be a
part of that.” This also appeared to have a positive impact on implementing new initiatives
across the district. Teachers were more willing to buy into these initiatives, which made the
implementation process easier.
These exemplary superintendents indicated that effective leaders need a balance of all
five behaviors, although wisdom is ranked as the least important at 9%. Superintendent 1 stated,
“I think wisdom is wound into the first four but I think the first four are definitely important.” An
analysis of this shows that the skills that are prioritized are more personalized as wisdom can be
acquired from many common sources. Superintendent 3 said, “I need to have wisdom for the
organization.” That being the case, this may indicate that being a more effective leader is
dependent on a person’s ability to master the personalized skills. In essence, this would mean
that leaders must find their own ways of leading based on their vision, inspiration, relationships,
and character.
Themes. Five themes were developed from the codes under each domain. These themes
were what the three superintendents used to lead their organizations. The themes described in
Table 7 were (a) be truthful and transparent (character), (b) positive leaders exemplify forward-
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thinking ideas to promote common understanding (vision), (c) develop an appreciation of others
through trust and listening, (d) maintain clear focus on mission and care for self and others, and
(e) a servant leader openly celebrates others with positivity.
Table 7:
The Five Domains’ Themes, Codes and Code Frequency
Domains

Themes

Codes

Character

(a) Be truthful and
transparent

Vision

(b) Positive leaders
exemplify forwardthinking ideas to
promote common
understanding

Relationships

(c) Developing an
appreciation of
others through trust
and listening

Wisdom

(d) Clear focus on
mission and care for
self and others

Inspiration

(e) A servant leader
openly celebrates
others with
positivity

Authentic leaders 24/7,
open and honest, work-life
balance, respect, steadfast
hard work ethic, positive
role model, honor the work,
care
Shared vision, high
standards, clear message, be
spontaneous, collaborative
impact, be intentional,
develop ideas, focus on best
instruction, accept
feedback, shared decision
making, facilitation,
constant improvement,
leader as cheerleader
Sharing of ideas, listen to
others, best for kids, mutual
trust, care, believe in and
understand people, be
welcoming, everyday
leadership, builds trusting
relationships, appreciates
others
Be strategic, empathy,
communication, people
matter, try new things,
consistent message
Connection, innovation,
celebrating others, be open,
collaboration, passion,
positive attitude, be a risktaker, create a mystique
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Code
Frequency
40

70

41

16

21

All superintendents talked about the importance of collective experience and being true to self.
Superintendent 1 said, “You have got to get your ego in check and really determine what’s in the
district and get a feel from the teachers.” Superintendent 2 said, “The challenge for the leader is
to immerse yourself in the culture and meet with everybody and tease out the themes that
emerge.” Finally, Superintendent 3 shared, “crafting a picture in some way that helps them move
forward with it. And that may take patience.” With many of the domains crossing over into one
another, it was interesting to note that all superintendents considered wisdom to be connected to
the other four domains, as evidenced by the codes. Hord (1993) elucidates that in school districts
where superintendents are considered to be exemplary, they are clear about creating a vision for
the future, and then they inspire all of the stakeholders to embrace the vision and be inspired by
it in turn.
The data showed vision as the domain with the highest number of codes (70). It is
important to note that the wisdom code frequency was only 16, but it showed up across all other
domains throughout the interviews. Figure 1 shows the breakdown of code frequency as a way to
show what behaviors influence exemplary superintendents’ work as they create meaning for
themselves and their organizations.
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Vision Themes. The theme “Positive leaders exemplify forward-thinking ideas to
promote common understanding” emerged within the vision domain. The shared vision and
decision-making capacities within the organizations focused frequently on the codes of “being
intentional” and having “high standards.” Clearly, “accepting feedback” and “focusing on best
instruction” with the “leader as cheerleader” in “developing ideas” is important to all
superintendents as they strive to create purpose and meaning in their organizations. If teams and
groups wish to perform at a high level, a vision on how to accomplish such goals and a
commitment to doing so must be present (Henderson, 2011).
Character Themes. The theme “Be truthful and transparent” was frequently evidenced
as “honoring the work” and showing “integrity” and “being open and honest” in character codes.
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This theme is important to exemplary leadership because it pertained to all three superintendents’
core values and beliefs. There are many references in the literature to support this trend.
Patterson (2008) states that character sets the rules based on moral standards. An
individual can assess the scope of their character by taking inventory of the trust, honesty, and
respect they show others, and also what they do when no one is looking. There are several key
leadership traits that mark individuals with highly developed character. As Kirkpatrick and
Locke (1991) outline, these include cognitive ability, a desire to lead, honesty, integrity, a
knowledge of the business or enterprise, and self-confidence. Superintendent 2 said, “You know
people who get excited about stuff, passion, but if it’s not passion for like moving the needle for
kids, it’s not so important. We hire for both attitude and character”.
Relationship Theme. The theme “Develop an appreciation of others through trust and
listening” was evidenced through many relationship codes. Again, “trust” was evidenced as
influencing how one gets along with others. The fact that “mutual trust” and “understanding
people” codes were referenced multiple times continued to support the character domain as well.
All superintendents shared the importance of “people matter” and it coincides with the need to
share the work and build the relationships at the same time. One of the most important and most
overlooked ways to let employees know that they are appreciated, supported, and empowered is
to pay attention to them, and to acknowledge their existence (Robbins, 2008).
Inspiration Theme. The inspiration theme of “a servant leader openly celebrating others
with positivity” is also closely linked to the vision domain, where the leader is expected to
“cheerlead”. With 40 code frequencies for inspiration at 22, it can be seen as important but only
half as important as either character or relationship domains with 41 and 40 codes respectively.
This supports the peer researchers’ definition of inspiration as needing exemplary leaders to be
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contagious motivation to drive the organization forward. Inspirational leaders breed other
inspirational leaders in every line of work. Successful companies hire leaders who motivate and
inspire team members (Gallo, 2007). As Power (2014) explains, leaders like Nelson Mandela
were so successful in leading others because those around him knew that he could be trusted.
Wisdom Theme. The wisdom theme of “Clear focus on mission and care for self and
others” can be found to interplay with the other domains. The superintendents were clear about
“a consistent message” being “communicated” in a strategic way for meaning to be achieved in
organizations. Ardelt (2004) explains the complexity of wisdom and the number of elements that
come into play when applying it. Sutton (2010) explains that wise bosses are the ones that are
devoted to finding out what they do not know. Wise bosses have a sense of humility that allows
them to ask questions, listen, get help, and challenge courses of action when needed.
Summary. The analysis of the data shows that there are commonalities between the
skills and methods used by the superintendents. Having commonalities between their efforts
shows that there are common ways of developing the skills needed to be an exemplary leader.
This indicates that it is possible to compile a common method that can be reproduced in training
courses and other mediums for training more exemplary leaders. These findings can be highly
useful for teacher training practices in the future.
More than just a commonality between specific areas, there appears to be a commonality
across all of the development efforts that these leaders use. Based on the coding of the interviews
with the three exemplary K-12 superintendents, it appears that the main consensus is that it is
necessary to expand one’s view and environment in order to explore and understand what it takes
to be an exemplary leader. In many cases, the development of stronger leadership skills requires
the ability to learn and adapt effectively. These superintendents demonstrated that each of them
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took steps to increase their exposure to different environments and points of view. This, in turn,
allowed them to continue to grow as leaders rather than being confined to their current
environment and point of view. Essentially, openness to new ways of thinking and experiences
appears to be the common method of developing leadership skills.
Research Question 2: Input from Followers
How do followers of exemplary leaders perceive the strategies related to character,
vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration to help create personal and organizational
meaning?
To fully analyze the effects of effective leaders in organizations, it is important to
understand how their followers perceive the same concepts that the leaders do. In this case, the
analysis must focus on how organizational leaders use vision, wisdom, relationships, inspiration,
and character to guide the development of followers throughout the organization. The second
research question addresses this issue and guides the analysis of the research findings.
Methodology
It is important for this analysis that a similar method of dispersing surveys and gathering
information is used. This gives the researchers access to the thoughts of specific followers, which
can be analyzed to see how they relate to the views of their leaders. In order to answer the second
research question, a survey was dispersed to a total of 36 followers, with 20 returning completed
surveys via SurveyMonkey prior to the termination of the study. This provides a larger sample
size than the leader analysis. However, the fact that each leader has an effect on multiple
followers necessitates the collection of a larger sample. Rather than completing a one-to-one
comparison, this allows researchers to see how leadership teams affect a larger segment of the
broader organization.
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Similar to the first analysis, this analysis will focus on identifying commonalities among
the sample group. These commonalities will allow researchers to identify the pervasive mentality
regarding the influence of the leaders. Each individual respondent is expected to have a different
outlook on the different behavior areas, but a common mentality toward them is expected. In
organizations with the same leadership team, this is a common practice. Leaders often have an
effect across the entire organization. Therefore, seeing how the organization addresses its
leadership principles illustrates the effect that leaders can have on the actions of the organization
as a whole.
The collection and analysis of the follower survey data showed several key findings that
prove important to the conclusions of the study. In some cases, collecting such data may yield
limited results. However, the data in this study revealed that there is a major disparity in the way
that leaders perceive the key behavior areas and how their followers perceive them. The results
of this quantitative survey proved to be a valuable resource, as the perception by the exemplary
superintendents and the behaviors that they perceive as being important to the development and
cultivation of the educational environment can differ from the perceptions held by the followers.
Table 8 (below) outlines the results of the follower survey. The survey was designed to
collect data regarding how each participant viewed each of the key areas. The table compiles the
information and presents it as a percentage of the sample that answered accordingly. Participants
were presented with each of the five behaviors and asked to identify the level of importance that
they perceived each area in. The result is a table which shows how the overall sample population
viewed the five behavior areas. The survey used a Likert scale, which enabled the researchers to
provide quantifiable data regarding different behaviors across the organization.
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Table 8
Summary of the Degree of Importance of the Leadership Traits

Character
Relationship
Vision
Wisdom
Inspiration

Not
Important
N
%

Marginally
Important
n
%

Somewhat
Important
n
%

Important
n
%

Very
Important
n
%

Critically
Important
n
%

Mean

0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0

0
1
0
5
1

7
7
13
32
11

45
39
50
99
55

48
53
37
64
33

5.41
5.44
5.24
5.11
5.2

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

7.0%
7.0%
13.0%
16.0%
11.0%

45.0%
39.0%
50.0%
49.5%
55.0%

48.0%
53.0%
37.0%
32.0%
33.0%

The analysis of the responses shows several key perceptions that were held by the
leaders’ followers. The most notable of these findings is that the entire population felt that each
of the areas held some level of importance. None of the responses scored in the lowest two
categories (Not or Marginally Important), which shows that all of the followers see that these
principles have value in leadership. It is likely that this is due to the fact that the leaders
exemplify these characteristics in their work as mentors and leaders. At some level, all of the
followers were likely exposed to training and learning moments where the leaders made it clear
that each of the areas is important in some way.
Another critical finding in the research is that each of the skills were rated with a high
level of importance. The majority of the responses for all of the areas ranged in the two highest
categories (Very and Critically Important), which indicates that the group of followers knows
that these areas are essential to good leadership skills and organizational development. With this
in mind, it is possible to see how the followers would be influenced by the leaders. They hold the
same principles in high regard due to the influence of their leaders.
Character. In the follower survey, character received the highest combined scores in the
top two categories (Very and Critically Important). Character received the highest combined
score of 93% with a mean of 5.41, just ahead of relationships, which received the second highest
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rating of 92% with a mean of 5.44. The highest behavior: “behaves in an ethical manner when
dealing with others.” The following behavior “actions with others shows that he/she can be
trusted” (20 respondents, 100%) with a mean score of 5.55 and “actively listens when
communicating with others” (20 respondents, 100%) with a mean of 5.35.
While it may be possible for both categories to score highly on their own, it is more likely
that they scored highly and close to each other due to a correlation between them. This is also
supported by the fact that they scored 4-5 percentage points higher than the next closest category,
which was inspiration. Finding such a substantial gap between the different behavior areas
indicates that there is a strong focus on character in terms of leader influence. In an organization
where the leaders place a higher emphasis on character in developmental practices, it reasons
that the followers in that organization would follow a similar mindset.
Table 9
Summary of the Degree of Importance of Character
Not
Important
N
%

Marginally
Important
n
%

Somewhat
Important
n
%

Important
n
%

Very
Important
n
%

Critically
Important
n
%

Mean

Behaves in an
ethical
manner when
dealing with
others.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

5

25.0%

15

75.0%

5.75

Actively
listens when
communicati
ng with
others.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

9

45.0%

9

45.0%

5.35

Responds to
challenging
situations
with
optimism.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

13

65.0%

5

25.0%

5.15

Actions with
others show

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

9

45.0%

11

55.0%

5.55

Quality
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that he/she
can be
trusted.
Actions show
concern for
the wellbeing of
others.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

3

15.0%

9

45.0%

8

40.0%

5.25

The results show that followers believe the most important part of being an effective
leader in terms of character is behaving ethically. Trait one (“Behaves in an ethical manner when
dealing with others”) received the highest number of Critically Important responses. With a 75%
response rate, it is clear that the majority of the followers see it as the top trait in terms of
character. Alternatively, trait three (“Responds to challenging situations with optimism”)
received the lowest rating at 25%. This indicates that followers are more focused on other ways
of addressing issues, probably with a focus on results over approach.
Relationship. Relationship received the second highest rating of 92%. Alongside
character, relationship is by far one of the most important aspects of strong leadership. Within
the relationship segment, “the ability to create a positive environment with other staff members”
was rated as the most important trait (70% Critically Important responses) with a mean of 5.65.
This appears related to the top trait of character (“Behaves in an ethical manner when dealing
with others”), which received a 75% response rate and a mean of 5.75 Critically Important.
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Table 10
Summary of the Degree of Importance of Relationship
Not
Important
N
%

Marginal
Important
n
%

Somewhat
Important
n
%

Important
n
%

Very
Important
N
%

Critically
Important
n
%

Continuously
promotes our
team’s
moving
together as
one unit to
serve a
common
purpose.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

1

5.0%

7

35.0%

11

55.0%

5.4

Creates an
environment
of trust among
leaders and
team members
in the
organization.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

5

25.0%

14

70.0%

5.65

Behaves in a
way that
shows she/he
cares about
the team
members.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

10

50.0%

9

45.0%

5.4

Communicate
s in a clear,
meaningful
way.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

8

40.0%

10

50.0%

5.4

Encourages
team members
to share
leadership
when
performing
tasks.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

9

45.0%

9

45.0%

5.35

Quality

Mean

It is likely that the top two traits from character and relationship influence each other in a
way that is mutually beneficial to both behavior areas. As a result, they collectively represent the
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most important parts of strong leadership from a follower’s perspective. The followers are also
likely to use both traits in practice as they experience its effects firsthand through their
interactions with the superintendents.
Vision. Vision received a combined 87% positive rating, placing it in the middle of the
survey response range alongside inspiration. The responses for vision fell mainly in the Very
Important category, indicating that the followers did not find it crucial to being an effective
leader. While the responses indicate that they found vision to be important, there were clearly
other behaviors that were more important. The most important trait of vision is trait five,
“Demonstrates thinking toward the future through conversations and actions”, with a mean of
5.35. This trait scores marginally better than other traits. In fact, the scoring for the majority of
the traits was within one response point of one another. This could indicate that overall, the
followers have a limited view of vision in terms of creating strong leaders. Rather, vision is seen
more as a supporting trait rather than as a trait that has a significant impact on leadership skills.
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Table 11
Summary of the Degree of Importance of Vision
Not
Important
n
%

Marginally
Important
n
%

Somewhat
Important
n
%

Important
n
%

Very
Important
n
%

Critically
Important
n
%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

12

60.0%

8

40.0%

5.4

Engages team
members in
creating a
vision for the
future.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

3

15.0%

9

45.0%

8

40.0%

5.25

Behavior
reflects
organizational
vision when
making
decisions.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

4

20.0%

11

55.0%

5

25.0%

5.05

Promotes
innovation that
aligns with the
organization’s
vision.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

4

20.0%

9

45.0%

7

35.0%

5.15

Demonstrates
thinking
toward the
future through
conversations
and actions.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

9

45.0%

9

45.0%

5.35

Quality
Communicates
the
organization’s
vision in a way
in which team
members
support it.

Mean

According to the study, vision seems to pair strongly with inspiration. Both behaviors are
less responsible for direct and measurable outcomes than other behaviors. Vision, in particular, is
influenced by a leader’s perspective and that leader’s ability to plan for the future. This is a
difficult concept to share with followers as each person develops a similar, yet different idea of
that vision when being exposed to it. Because of this and the fact that the majority of the
problems that leaders are associated with resolving are unforeseen problems, it is likely that
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followers are not exposed to the benefits of having a stronger vision in leadership. This limits
their ability to evaluate it in that they have a limited understanding and experience with it.
Wisdom. An interesting finding in the study is that the influence of the leadership team
may have swayed the group of followers away from the normal thinking that wisdom is the most
important aspect of leadership. In fact, there was a correlation between how leaders and
followers rated wisdom. Wisdom scored the lowest in terms of being highly valued in both parts
of the study. The followers gave it a combined 81.5% rating within the two highest categories
(Very and Critically Important), which is the lowest amongst the group. The highest-scoring
trait, “Takes action by doing the ‘right thing’ in a variety of organizational settings” (with 20
respondents), had a mean of 5.7. This could be a direct influence of the leadership team since the
leaders exhibited the same thinking.
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Table 12
Summary of the Degree of Importance of Wisdom
Not
Important
n
%

Marginally
Important
n
%

Somewhat
Important
n
%

Important
n
%

Very
Important
n
%

Critically
Important
n
%

Mean

When working
with teams and
team members,
continuously
keeps the
overall goals
of the
organization as
part of
conversations.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

13

65.0%

6

30.0%

5.25

Elevates the
quality of
decisionmaking by
discussing
similarities of
past situations
with team
members.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

6

30.0%

8

40.0%

5

25.0%

4.85

Demonstrates
compassion
toward team
members.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

3

15.0%

10

50.0%

7

35.0%

5.2

Behavior
reflects an
understanding
of life’s
complexities.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

4

20.0%

11

55.0%

4

20.0%

4.9

Integrates
personal
values with
organizational
values when
interacting
with team
members.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

5

25.0%

9

45.0%

6

30.0%

5.05

Brings
personal
knowledge to
the table when

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

3

15.0%

11

55.0%

5

25.0%

5

Quality
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responding to
complex
situations
within the
organization.
Takes action
by doing the
“right thing” in
a variety of
organizational
settings.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

6

30.0%

14

70.0%

5.7

Displays
expertise when
working in a
variety of
situations
within the
organization.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

3

15.0%

13

65.0%

3

15.0%

4.9

Considers past
experiences
when
responding to
complex
situations
within the
organization.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

5

25.0%

10

50.0%

4

20.0%

4.85

Shows concern
for others.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

8

40.0%

10

50.0%

5.4

The comparison of wisdom to vision and inspiration is interesting in that there are more
systems and training opportunities in place for followers to develop wisdom over other areas.
However, wisdom is rated as the least important part of effective leadership. This may lead
researchers to question whether the majority of educational and training systems available for the
community are targeted at the wrong focus area. Rather, these programs may have a better result
if they focused on the other behavior areas. This may also indicate that wisdom, more than any
other focus area, is seen as a prerequisite for strong leadership rather than a key component of it.
It stands to reason that many great leaders must have a strong understanding of their field before

106

being able to develop the skills needed to lead others in it. From this perspective, it is easier to
see how such a strong emphasis is placed on wisdom over the other areas when creating training
and development programs.
Inspiration. Inspiration scored a combined 88% in the highest two categories (Very and
Critically Important). The highest behavior trait, “Recognizes achievements of teams and team
members”, had a mean of 5.35. This indicates that while it is seen as important, it is not highly
valued amongst the important factors of strong leadership. This could be because, out of all of
the values, inspiration and vision are the most subjective and among the most personalized.
Table 13
Summary of the Degree of Importance of Inspiration
Not
Important
n
%

Marginally
Important
n
%

Somewhat
Important
n
%

Important
n
%

Very
Important
n
%

Critically
Important
n
%

Works with
team members
in a way that
generates
enthusiasm
within teams.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

14

70.0%

4

20.0%

5.1

Recognizes
achievements
of teams and
team members.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

2

10.0%

9

45.0%

9

45.0%

5.35

Encourages
team members
to innovate in
order to
advance the
organization’s
leading edge.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

3

15.0%

9

45.0%

7

35.0%

5.1

Engages in
activities that
build
confidence
among team
members.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

3

15.0%

10

50.0%

7

35.0%

5.2

Quality
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Mean

Empowers
team members
to take
reasonable
risks when
problemsolving.

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

1

5.0%

13

65.0%

6

30.0%

5.25

Alternatively, inspiration is often difficult to convey to others unless they directly
experience the results of it in action. In many cases, inspiration is responsible for effectively
resolving problems and developing new things. However, many followers are not exposed to it
as it is often used as a reaction to unforeseen problems. This gives it a limited exposure for
followers, much like vision has, and could be the cause of these moderate ratings. Regardless,
vision and inspiration are still rated higher than wisdom, which indicates that followers are
exposed to them on some level with positive results. To some extent, either through training or
experiences, the followers have learned that inspirations and vision can have a more significant
effect than wisdom.
Key Findings Related to the Five Meaning-Making Domains
The research’s key findings key findings reflect character, vision, relationships, wisdom,
and inspiration. The researcher established that common themes emerging within the qualitative
data with more than 21 references would be considered a key finding. Exemplary K-12
superintendents created personal and organizational meaning for themselves and their followers
through the following meaning-making behaviors:

Character (Qualitative)
1. K-12 superintendents expressed the importance of displaying truthfulness and
transparency through core values and beliefs throughout the organization.
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2. K-12 superintendents use positive role modeling, work-life balance, and treating people
with respect as pillars within their organization.
Vision (Qualitative)
1. K-12 superintendents shared having a clear message, collaborative impact and being a
cheerleader for their organization, which represent 70% of the total responses in the
vision meaning-making domain.
2. K-12 superintendents provided forward-thinking to promote a common understanding.
Relationships (Qualitative)
1. K-12 superintendents developed an appreciation of others through trust and listening in
and outside of the organization.
2. K-12 superintendents provided best instruction for students and shared ideas and listened
to and respected others in their organization.
Wisdom (Qualitative)
1. K-12 superintendents communicate in a strategic way in order for meaning to be
achieved in their organization.
Inspiration (Qualitative)
1. K-12 superintendents inspire others by celebrating, connecting, and collaborating.
2. K-12 superintendents become servant leaders and having a positive attitude with all.
Character (Quantitative)
Followers perceived character as very important to critically important through the
following leadership behaviors listed on the survey (overall mean of 5.41):
•

Behaves in an ethical manner when dealing with others.

•

Actively listens when communicating with others.
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•

Actions with other show that he/she can be trusted.

Relationships (Quantitative)
Followers perceived relationships as very important to critically important through
the following leadership behaviors outlined in the survey (overall mean of 5.44):
•

Continuously promotes our team’s moving together as one unit to serve a
common purpose.

•

Creates an environment of trust among leaders and team members in the
organization.

Meaning-Making Domains in Concert (Quantitative Comparison)
K-12 superintendents provided the highest number of qualitative references for the
meaning-making domain of vision; however, when asked which domain was most essential,
those of relationships, character, and vison were discussed most frequently. Followers’
quantitative results also found the relationship domain to be most important; 93% of followers
stated that behaviors within the relationship domain were important to critically important.
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Chapter 5: Summary, Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations
Chapter V begins with an overview of the research study, continuing with the purpose
statement, research questions, methods, population, and sample. In addition to describing the
major findings, it includes unexpected findings, conclusions from the findings, implications for
action, recommendations for further research, and concluding remarks and reflections.
Summary
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed-method case study was to identify and describe the behaviors
that exemplary Southern California K-12 superintendent leaders use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to determine
the followers’ perceived degree of importance of these behaviors to create personal and
organizational meaning.
Research Questions
1. What are the behaviors that exemplary K-12 superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration?
2. How do followers of exemplary leaders perceive the strategies related to character,
vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration to help create personal and organizational
meaning?
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Methodology
In order to answer the research questions, a mixed-methods approach was utilized, which
allowed for a deeper insight into the concepts that are held in regard to the behaviors that leaders
engage in, as well as the effect the behaviors of the leaders have on their followers. The
qualitative portion of the study was conducted through semi-structured face-to-face interviews
with three exemplary K-12 superintendent leaders. Prior to the interview, each superintendent
received a copy of the questions that would be asked during the interviews to give them an
opportunity to prepare. After each interview concluded, a transcription of the interview was
conducted using a web-based transcription service.
The resulting transcriptions were then reviewed for clarity and accuracy while comparing
the documents to the tape-recorded interviews. Once the transcripts were found to be free from
errors, the transcribed interviews were then coded to determine and identify any patterns that
might arise that were applicable to the research question regarding the behaviors of the leaders
engage in that help to create personal and organizational meaning for themselves and their
followers through character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration. The use of QSR
International’s NVivo 10 software (NVivo, 2012) was used to assist with the identification of the
themes and patterns that were present in the interviews with the superintendent leaders.
Upon the completion of the interviews conducted with the leaders, each leader sent a
survey to 12 of their followers. This constituted the quantitative aspect of the study. The surveys
were sent to the followers via a SurveyMonkey link that was sent by the superintendents to 12 of
their followers. In order to move past the first page of the emailed survey, participants were
required to read and agree to their participation, which was indicated by their completion of the
informed consent page.
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Population
In order to explore the variables that were outlined in the research questions, it was
necessary to recruit a large population of participants. According to McMillan and Schumacher
(2010, p. 129), a population is defined as “a group of elements or cases, whether individuals,
objects or events, that conform to specific criteria and to which we intend to generalize the
results of the research.” The population for this study consisted of approximately 1,065 publicschool K-12 superintendents throughout California. Out of this population, 3 superintendents
were selected to be interviewed, who then recruited 12 of their followers to complete a survey on
their perception of the behaviors that their leaders engage in that can help or hinder the
development of personal and organizational meaning.
For the purposes of this study, the term exemplary leader was defined as exhibiting a
minimum of five of the following characteristics:
1. Evidence of successful relationships with followers.
2. Evidence of leading a successful organization.
3. A minimum of five years of experience in the profession.
4. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or association
meetings.
5. Recognition by peers.
6. Membership in a professional association in their field.
An additional indicator of exemplary leaders among superintendents is guided by the
definition set forth by Goodwin, Piazza, and Rozin (2014), which also aligns with the theoretical
definition for this type of behavior. An exemplary leader is someone who is set apart from his or
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her peers by a supreme manner, suitable behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied by
others to shape their own type of leadership behavior.
Sample
The use of non-probability, purposeful convenience sampling was utilized to recruit the
exemplary superintendent leaders from the greater population of 1,065 California public school
K-12 superintendents who were employed in school settings within Southern California. The use
of non-probability sampling is commonly found in research that is conducted within the
educational setting, as it allows for targeting the individuals who are the focus of the particular
study and/or topic of interest (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Out of the 1,065 superintendents
who served as the population for this study, 3 were selected to participate. While this may be a
small sample, it is sufficient for the purposes of transferability and generalizability (Gall, Gall, &
Borg, 2006). Each of the exemplary superintendent leaders then recruited 12 followers to
participate in the next part of the study, which consisted of the completion of a survey on the
behaviors that exemplary leaders engage in while in the workplace. However, of the 36 followers
that were recruited by the exemplary superintendent leaders, only 20 followers provided
completed surveys by the end of the duration of the study.
Major Findings
The five behavior areas (character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration) are all
considered to be important to the development of strong leadership skills. The categories of
creating a vision, character and relationships were considered the essential behaviors required of
an exemplary leader. It is well accepted that leaders need to be strong performers in multiple
areas. However, some areas appear to more influential than others. The following discussion of
Major Findings is organized by research questions 1 and 2.
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Research Question 1
What are the behaviors that exemplary K-12 superintendents use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration?
The three exemplary K-12 superintendents who were interviewed commented on the
overlay of character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration in creating personal and
organizational meaning. Leaders depend on each one of the domains throughout their lives to
make decisions for the greater good. When asked what behaviors an exemplary leader must
have, it was a unanimous decision that all five interplay with one another. One might use all five
in any given circumstance. An example of the five domains interplaying was an account of a
leader who possesses wisdom and inspiration but not character or vision; in such a case, the
outcome would likely be an overwhelming failure, and success, if any, would be short-lived.
Finding 1. Character. Exemplary K-12 superintendents use character to create personal
and organizational meaning by being truthful and transparent. This theme is important to
exemplary leadership because it pertained to all three superintendents’ core values and beliefs.
The codes authentic leader 24/7, integrity, open and honest, steadfast, servant leader, hard work
ethic identified behaviors that exemplary superintendents use in creating meaning. K-12
superintendents use positive role model, work-life balance, care and responsibility, and treating
people with respect as pillars for creating personal and organizational meaning. The themes
“being on my A-game” and “I need to make sure I model what servant leadership looks like by
finding opportunities to recognize them” speaks to the fact that exemplary K-12 superintendents
model behaviors to draw attention to them. Followers perceive exemplary leaders behaving in
an ethical manner with others as critically important at 75%. This aligned with exemplary
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leaders’ codes of being truthful and transparent, open and honest, and being a servant leader.
“Credibility is key to how leaders earn the trust and confidence of the people that they lead. In
order for individuals to commit their hearts and minds to a particular cause, they must believe the
leaders are credible”, according to Weragoda and Opatha (2016).
Finding 2. Vision. Exemplary K-12 superintendents use vision to create personal and
organizational meaning. This was the most coded response from the three interviews; 70 of the
coded responses fell into the category of vision. Exemplary superintendents shared vision, high
standards, clear message, be spontaneous, collaborative impact, be intentional, develop ideas,
focus on best instruction, accept feedback, shared decision-making, facilitation, constant
improvement, and lead as a cheerleader. Superintendent 3 suggested looking outside of one’s
current organization, seeking out opportunities such as conferences and meetings in order to
enrich personal development, and reading academic journals.
In addition, K-12 superintendents use the theme “Positive leaders exemplify forwardthinking ideas to promote common understanding”, which interplayed across all domains of
meaning. The followers agreed with an overall vision score of 87% in combined Very Important
and Critically Important categories. Exemplary K-12 superintendents create professional
learning communities that regularly meet to focus on transforming ideas and forward-thinking
actions that align with the vision. Kouzes and Posner (2011) explain that for employees to be
energized, their values and visions must give meaning and purpose to their lives.
Finding 3. Relationships. Exemplary K-12 superintendents use relationships to create
personal and organizational meaning by sharing ideas and listening to others. Relationships are
built on trust and appreciating others. Overall, relationships were rated at high with a code
frequency of 41 by superintendents. Mutual trust, be welcoming, understands people, and builds
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trusting relationships are all considered important behaviors in maintaining relationships.
Kouzes and Posner (2011) contend that leadership is relationships, and credible leaders make
building and keeping relationships strong a top priority. When followers have good relationships
with their leaders, it is easier for them to follow their lead. Townsend et al. (2007) note how
important relationships are between the superintendent and individual board members, and
indicate that the process of building these relationships never stops. Several themes emerge
related to the importance of having meaningful relationships in creating an environment of trust
in the organization. Stuart (1999) demonstrated that successful relationships between principals
and superintendents rely upon the formation of trust. Superintendent 1 said, “I was there
supporting and staff knew I was on their side.” Superintendent 2 said, “Immerse yourself in the
culture and meet with everybody and have conversations.” Finally, Superintendent 3 stated, “We
spend a lot of time in process, in community process to make sure what we are sharing is clear
and what people need to know about.” It is important for those seeking to create better
relationships that they seek to improve their own character. Further, one of the biggest roles for
exemplary leaders is to develop capacity in others and model that throughout the organization.
Relationship received the second highest rating of 92% very and critically important by
followers. Within the relationship segment, the ability to create a positive environment with
other staff members was rated as the most important trait (70% Critically Important responses).
Finding 4. Wisdom. Exemplary K-12 superintendents use wisdom to create personal
and organizational meaning through their ability to communicate a consistent message, being
“communicated” in a strategic way for meaning to be achieved in organizations. K-12
superintendents place less importance on the wisdom domain (22 code frequency response) in
creating meaning. However, it was embedded within all the other domains—character, vision,
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relationship and inspiration—by all three superintendents. In many cases, the wisdom that is
provided through these systems is finite and tangible, which makes it possible for systems to
reproduce methods of disseminating wisdom at scale. Themes for wisdom were “empathy” and
“people matter.”
The followers gave wisdom a combined 81.5% rating within the two highest categories
(Very and Critically Important), which is the lowest amongst the group.
Finding 5. Inspiration. Exemplary K-12 superintendents use inspiration to create
personal and organizational meaning by being present and positive; these leaders were able to
inspire staff members to continue to improve. Superintendent 1 described attending sporting
events and developing positive interactions with teachers, to inspire the teaching community.
K-12 superintendents inspire followers by celebrating others, connecting, and collaborating.
Inspiration is not enough to transform everyone; however, it empowers individuals to be open, be
risk-takers, and innovate. Superintendent 1 stated that inspiration was achieved by “being visible
and treating others the way you want to be treated.” Even when a failure occurs, inspirational
leaders frame the situation as temporary, which enables their teams to have a positive outlook
and regain passion for projects within the organization. Kouzes and Posner (2011) explain that
inspirational leaders are able to imbue their team with a sense of optimism, and that the positive
images generated by such inspiration “make groups more effective […] and enhance
achievement in school, the military, and business organizations” (p. 162).
Research Question 2
How do followers of exemplary leaders perceive the strategies related to character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration to help create personal and organizational meaning?
For this section, quantitative data were collected from followers of the exemplary K-12
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superintendents through an online survey titled “Leader Behaviors that Contribute to Personal
and Organizational Meaning”, which was shared via e-mail with a link to a survey on
SurveyMonkey. The survey asked followers to rank leader behaviors in the five leadership
domains of character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration. The followers were asked to
rank each behavior as Not Important, Marginally Important, Somewhat Important, Important,
Very Important, or Critically Important. The mean score, number of respondents, and
percentages were then calculated.
Finding 1. Character. Followers who completed the survey indicated that behaviors
related to character are most important for a leader to possess and demonstrate. Character
received the highest combined score of 93%. The results show that followers believe the most
important part of being an effective leader in terms of character is behaving ethically. Trait one
(“Behaves in an ethical manner when dealing with others”) received the highest number of
Critically Important responses. With a 75% response rate, it is clear that the majority of the
followers see it as the top trait in terms of character. Alternatively, trait three (“Responds to
challenging situations with optimism”) received the lowest rating at 25%. Goodwin, Piazza, and
Rozin (2014) found that when individuals form an impression of someone, one of the most
important characteristics they look for is that a person is of high character.
Finding 2. Vision. Followers who completed the survey indicated that behaviors related
to vision indicated it was critically important to followers that exemplary K-12 superintendents
communicate the organization’s vision. The responses for vision fell mainly in the Very
Important (50%) category, indicating that the followers did not find it crucial to being an
effective leader. While the responses indicate that they found vision to be important, there were
clearly other behaviors that were more important. The most important trait of vision is trait five
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(“Demonstrates thinking toward the future through conversations and actions”). This aligns with
the vision codes of “shared vision, high standards, clear message and constant improvement.”
Peshawaria (2011) characterized having a clear vision that employees can relate to as a key
factor in the success or failure of an organization.
Finding 3. Relationship. Followers perceived relationships to be of the highest or
critical importance at 53%. Relationship received the second highest rating of 92% (Very and
Critically Important) overall. Within the relationship segment, the ability to create a positive
environment with other staff members was rated as the most important trait (70% Critically
Important responses). This appears to be related to the top trait of character (“Behaves in an
ethical manner when dealing with others”), which received a 75% Critically Important response
rate. Wagner (2010) illustrated how successful superintendents build human relationships,
which are a precursor to support when it is needed.
Finding 4. Wisdom. Wisdom scored the lowest in terms of being highly valued in both
parts of the study. The followers gave it a combined 81.5% rating within the two highest
categories (Very and Critically Important), which is the lowest amongst the group. This could be
a direct influence of the leadership team since the leaders exhibited the same thinking. Sutton
(2010) explains that wise bosses are the ones that are consistently devoted to finding out what
they do not know.
Finding 5. Inspiration. Followers placed the highest degree of importance on the
wisdom behavior “recognizes achievements of teams and team members.” Inspiration scored a
combined 88% in the highest two categories (Very and Critically Important). Inspiration is often
difficult to convey to others unless they directly experience its results. In many cases, inspiration
is responsible for effectively resolving problems and developing new things and encourages team
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members to innovate in order to advance the organization’s leading edge. Kirkpatrick and Locke
(1991) cite the ability to inspire their team as a key trait necessary in leaders.
Unexpected Findings
There were three unexpected findings the researcher made note of during this research.
1. Two of the K-12 superintendents described vision as the most important leadership
domain presented during the interviews. Hord (1993) demonstrated that superintendents
in high-performing districts all succeeded by having and promulgating a strong sense of
vision in their districts. However, the followers rated vision as the third-highest leader
behavior as measured by the mean score of responses.
2. All three K-12 superintendents rated character high as a leadership trait. In fact, they
rated character second in terms of importance as evidence by the frequency of code
frequencies. The followers also rated character as second, measured by the mean score of
responses. Weragoda and Opatha (2016) explain that credibility is key to how leaders
earn the trust and confidence of the people that they lead. Followers, if they are to trust an
individual and follow their lead, have demands of their own. For example, Kouzes and
Pozner (2011) explain that in order for a leader to be effective, they must be credible.
3. Wisdom came in last with leaders and followers. Leaders stated that wisdom interplays
within all domains and they keep smart people around to assist with decisions. And
followers rated displays expertise when working in a variety of situations within the
organization with only 15% Critically Important. In Kowalski (1999), an outstanding
superintendent was asked what immediate changes he would make if he were hired. His
response was that he would make no immediate changes. When asked why, his answer
was simple: “I don’t have a crystal ball. The reason I was successful in each of my
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superintendencies […] was that I was able to lead the school community on a change
journey” (Kowalski, 1999, pp. 238–240).
4. Although wisdom was the lowest-rated domain by both leaders and followers for
meaning-making in an organization there was a distinct difference between followers.
Leaders provided a low of 16 coded responses for wisdom. Wisdom was also lowest
ranked for followers, and yet it was perceived very and critically important by 81.5% of
all followers.
Conclusions by Domains
The findings from this study and the literature review were used by the researcher to develop the
following conclusions about how exemplary K-12 superintendents use the five domains of
character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration to create personal and organizational
meaning.
Conclusion 1. Interplay of Domains
For good or ill, meaning comes from experiences. It is often experiences that individuals
have that leave a legacy in their hearts and minds. Similarly, the research showed that if a person
could find a sense of purpose, belonging, and fulfillment, he or she could find meaning in his or
her work (Mautz, 2015; Seligman, 2011; Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010). The research suggests that is
the interplay of character, vision, relationship, wisdom, and inspiration that creates personal and
organizational meaning for leaders and their followers. In the 21st century, the five domains are
vital in exemplary leadership. As Kouzes and Posner (2011) conclude, in order to encourage
their team to support a particular purpose, leaders must put meaning into it with enough
emotional impact that the team is energized and excited about the endeavor.
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Conclusion 2. Character
To be an effective leader, one must have followers. Kouzes and Pozner (2011) explain
that in order for a leader to have followers, they must be credible. In order for individuals to
commit their hearts and minds to a particular cause, they must believe the leaders are credible.
Goodwin, Piazza, and Rozin (2014) found that when individuals form an impression of someone,
one of the most important characteristics they look for is that a person is of high character.
Seijts, Gandz, Crossan, and Reno (2015) hold that in a time of great crisis in the business world,
followers expect their leaders to be of high character, if said leaders want to be followed.
Behaves in an ethical manner when dealing with others scored 75% among followers.
Conclusion 3. Vision
The research demonstrates that thinking toward the future through conversations and
actions is essential for exemplary K-12 superintendents. Nanus (1992) focused on vision as a
crucial element for leaders to be successful in hard times. Peshawaria (2011) characterized
having a clear vision that employees can relate to as a key factor in the success or failure of an
organization. Hord (1993) demonstrated that superintendents in high-performing districts all
succeeded by having and promulgating a strong sense of vision in their districts.
Conclusion 4. Relationships
Based on the findings of this research and literature K-12 superintendents must possess
the ability to create strong relationships with other staff members. All three K-12
superintendents concluded trust is the building blocks to any relationship within their school
district. Wagner (2010) illustrated how successful superintendents build human relationships,
which are a precursor to support when it is needed. Kouzes and Posner (2011) contend that
leadership is relationships, and credible leaders make building and keeping relationships strong a
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top priority. When followers have good relationships with their leaders, it is easier for them to
follow their lead.
Conclusion 5. Wisdom
It was concluded that wise leaders inspire followers by being wise enough to know they
do not know everything. The interviewed exemplary K-12 superintendents shared many stories
of their “lessons learned”; they were transparent about their setbacks, but optimistic about their
growth from those experiences. Wisdom can be characterized as experience that enables a
person to lead a life that benefits oneself, others, and society at large (Ardelt, 2004).
Conclusion 6. Inspiration
The final conclusion based on research and literature show that exemplary K-12
superintendents were clear about “a consistent message” being “communicated” in a strategic
way for meaning to be achieved in organizations. Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) cite the ability to
inspire their team as a key trait necessary in leaders. Kouzes and Posner (2011) explain that
inspirational leaders are able to imbue their team with a sense of optimism, and that the positive
images generated by such inspiration “make groups more effective […] and enhance
achievement in school, the military, and business organizations” (p. 162). Even when a failure
occurs, inspirational leaders frame the situation as temporary, which enables their teams to have
a positive outlook.
Implications for Action
This study demonstrated how exemplary K-12 superintendents use the five domains—
character, vision, relationships, wisdom, and inspiration—to create organizational meaning while
building strong teams and transforming their organizations. The following implications for
action are reflective of the researcher’s findings and conclusions.
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Implication 1. Professional and Personal Development
Based on the findings of this research study, exemplary K-12 superintendents should
maintain the importance of the five domains as necessary for leaders to make meaning within
their school districts. Peshawaria (2011) suggests that a few simple questions of introspection
can help a leader to make sure he or she is on the right track. By incorporating character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration in their personal lives, K-12 superintendents will be
competent in transferring those same traits within the school district. Kirkpatrick and Locke
(1991) explain that in addition to making sure the people they hire have the necessary
competencies and traits to do the job, managers must ensure that those skills stay sharp through
training that helps the employees achieve the company’s vision. This will promote work-life
balance and build a school culture of personal growth and development.
Implication 2. Mentoring and Coaching
K-12 superintendents should be mentored or coached by an exemplary K-12
superintendent who has overseen a school district comparable to the school district of the K-12
superintendent they’re mentoring. Leaders who have invested in meaning-making and
relationship-building have seen greater organizational success (Mautz, 2015). Research suggests
most of the learning comes from on-the-job training; however, with mentoring, a new K-12
superintendent can bypass some of that training. Mentors or coaches can offer best practices,
become a sounding board for new ideas, and provide regular feedback.
Implication 3. Set Goals
All K-12 superintendents should participate in goal-setting and/or self-study to improve
their skills, emotional intelligence, and relationship-building. Establishing goals will assist
leaders to become more reflective and effective, and in turn will result in low turnover. By being
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open and transparent, K-12 superintendents who set goals and act upon the results will establish
leading by example and promote a culture of growth.
Implication 4. School District Conference
Twice a year, K-12 superintendents should hold a conference where the whole school
district comes together to work on team-building. These could be structured meetings and
activities or casual, unstructured events. This will give the superintendent the opportunity to
fellowship with custodians, food-service workers, and school directors. This would be a great
opportunity for the superintendent to inspire all school-district workers by revealing information
about the district’s vision and more information about himself. Ulrich & Ulrich (2010) suggest
that leaders should incorporate strategies with meaning through stories and symbols that embody
key goals and engage employees’ imaginations when setting forth vision, goals, and objectives
Implication 5. Feedback Assessments
K-12 superintendents should participate in 360-degree survey-based instruments twice a
year, including the five domains of meaning-making. Using surveys gives K-12 superintendents
the opportunity to gain knowledge of how their followers perceive them and their work ethics.
The information from the surveys will identify the superintendent’s strengths, weakness, and
areas for improvement.
Recommendations for Further Research
By creating meaningful work environments, leaders can help others find a sense of
purpose, belonging, and fulfillment (Mautz, 2015; Seligman 2011; Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010). When
people are engaged in work they find meaningful, the organizations they work in are
strengthened (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010). Based on the findings of this study, the following
recommendations for research are suggested:
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Recommendation 1
This study was conducted with a sample consisting entirely of male K-12
superintendents. Research can be conducted with a sample of female K-12 superintendents to
investigate how they create meaning for themselves and their followers through the five
domains.
Recommendation 2
The participants in this study were all White males. Conduct a mixed-methods case
study to replicate with K-12 superintendents of various ethnic groups.
Recommendation 3
This study was conducted with Baby Boomers. This same study could be replicated with
leaders from Generation X or the Millennial generation to see if there are differences in the
behaviors those leaders use to create organizational meaning using character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration.
Recommendation 4
A possible study may explore the perceptions of the effectiveness of superintendents who
received coaching from current or retired K-12 superintendents who were identified as
exemplary meaning-makers.
Recommendation 5
This research was conducted in Southern California. Research could be conducted in
other geographical regions of the United States to assess how K-12 superintendents create
personal and organizational meaning using the five domains, character, vision, relationships,
wisdom, and inspiration.
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Recommendation 6
Conduct future quantitative research to describe the phenomenon regarding the leaders
and followers perceptions of the importance of wisdom for establishing meaning in an
organization.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
Conducting this research enlightened me in many areas and gave me some outstanding ideas
about what it means to be an exemplary meaning-maker. Completing this study has made me
more of a meaning-maker within my personal life. I have also uncovered leaders who have a
work-life balance and can translate that into the workplace. The more you have personal
meaning, the more you are able to have organizational meaning. I have learned that the more
successful you are in life, the more of a servant you must become. People depend on leadership
to have a vision, to be of good character, to have the wisdom to know how to inspire and the
skills to build lasting relationships.
A review of the literature exposed the lack of personal and organizational meaning in
every aspect of education, business, health care, and technology. It was an honor to interview
and spend time with exemplary K-12 superintendents in Southern California. The leaders I
interviewed were the true example of meaning-makers. I have incredible respect for K-12
superintendents who really work day-to-day making decisions for California’s children. It was
truly inspiring to spend time with incredible K-12 superintendents who love their jobs. It was
awesome to find individuals who were so transparent, selfless, and honest.
As an educator for more than 25 years, I can understand why this research was necessary.
It is my hope that all K-12 superintendents can grow in the areas of character, vision,
relationships, wisdom, and inspiration to become authentic meaning-makers.

128

References
Adams, J. S. (1965). Inequity in social exchange. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in
experimental psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 267-299). New York, NY: Academic Press.
Allen, N. J., & Meyer, J. P. (1996). Affective, continuance, and normative commitment to the
organization: an examination of construct validity. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 49,
252–276.
Amabile, T., & Kramer, S. (2011, September 3). Do happier people work harder? The New York
Times, p. 7. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/04/opinion/Sunday/dohappier-peopleAnderson, D., & Ackerman-Anderson, L. (2010). Beyond change management: How to achieve
breakthrough results through conscious change management (2nd Ed.). San Francisco, CA:
Pfeiffer.
Avolio, B.J. and Gardner, W.L. (2005). Authentic leadership development: Getting to the root of
positive forms of leadership. Leadership Quarterly, 16, 315-38.
Avolio, B. J., Bass, B. M., & Jung, D. I. (1999). Re-examining the components of
transformational and transactional leadership using the Multifactor Leadership
Questionnaire. Journal of Occupational and Organi- zational Psychology, 72: 441–462.
doi: 10.1348/096317999166789.
Baker, A., Perreault, D., Reid, A., & Blanchard, C. M. (2013). Feedback and organizations:
Feedback is good, feedback-friendly culture is better. Canadian Psychology, 54(4), 260–
268. doi:10.1037/a0034691.
Barnabas, A., & Clifford, P. S. (2012). Mahatma Gandhi: An Indian model of servant leadership.
International Journal of Leadership Studies, 7, 132–150.

129

Bartky, A. J. (1947). Why school supervisors are vanishing. The Saturday Evening Post, 132.
Retrieved from http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/editorials/19730871/why-schoolsupervisors-are-vanishing
Bass, B. M. (1990). Bass and Stogdill’s handbook of leadership: A survey of theory
and research. New York, NY: Free Press.
Bassey, M. (2003). Case study research. In J. Swan & J. Pratt (Eds.), Educational research in
practice: Making sense of methodology. New York: Continuum.
Bennis, W. G., & Goldsmith, J. (2010). Learning to lead: A workbook on becoming a leader.
New York, NY: Basic Books.
Birecikli, B., Alpkan, L., Ertürk, A., & Aksoy, S. (2016). Employees’ need for independence,
organizational commitment, and turnover intentions: The moderating role of justice
perceptions about performance appraisals. International Journal of Organizational
Leadership, 5, 270–284.
Briggs, S.R. (1989). The optimal level of measurement for personality constructs. In D.M. Buss
& N. Cantor (Eds.), Personality psychology: Recent trends and emerging directions
(246–260). New York, NY: Springer Verlag.
Burger, D.H., Crous, F., & Roodt, G. (2008). Logo-OD: The applicability of logotherapy as an
OD intervention. South African Journal of Industrial Psychology, 34(1), 32–41.
Burns, J. M. (1978). Leadership. New York: Harper & Row.
Chaleff, I. (2003). The courageous follower: Standing up to and for our leaders (2nd. ed.). San
Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.
Collins, J. C., & Porras, J. I. (1994). Built to last: Successful habits of visionary companies. New
York: Harper Business.

130

Combs, J., & Onwuegbuzie, A. (2010). Describing and illustrating data analysis in mixed
research. International Journal of Education, 2(2), 1–23.
http://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.5296/ije.v2i2.526
Cooperrrider, D. L. (2012). The concentration effect of strengths. How the whole system “ AI”
summit brings out the best in human enterprise. Organizational Dynamics, 41(2), 106–117.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orgdyn.2012.01.004
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2015). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for
developing grounded theory. Sage Publications.
DeRue, D. S., Nahrgang, J.D., Wellman, N., & Humphrey, S.E. (2011). Trait and behavioral
theories of leadership: An integration and meta-analytic test of their relative validity.
Personnel Psychology, 64, 7-52.
Creswell, J. W. (1994). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative and mixed method
approaches. CA: USA: Sage. http://doi.org/10.4135/9781849208956
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Research design: Qualitative & quantitative approaches. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.
Creswell, J. W., & Miller, D. L. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. Theory into
Practice, 39(3), 7. http://doi.org/10.1207/s15430421tip3903_2
Dolan, S. L., & Altman, Y. (2012). Managing by values: The leadership spirituality connection.
People and Strategy, 35(4), 20–26.
Fabry, J.B. (1988). Guideposts to meaning: Discovering what really matters. Berkeley, CA:
Institute of Logotherapy Press.
Fiedler, F. E. (1967). A theory of leadership effectiveness. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

131

Fiedler, F. E. (1971). Validation and extension of the contingency model of leadership
effectiveness: A review of empirical findings. Psychological Bulletin, 76, 128-48. doi:
10.1037/h0031454.
Frankl, V.E. (1984). Man’s search for meaning (revised ed.). New York, NY: Washington
Square Press.
Gall, M. D., Gall, J. P., & Borg, W. R. (2006). Educational research: An introduction (7th ed.).
Boston, MA: Pearson.
Gallo, C. (2007). Fire them up: 7 simple secrets to: nspire colleagues, customers, and clients;
Sell yourself, your vision, and your values; Communicate with charisma and confidence.
Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.
Goodwin, G. P., Piazza, J., & Rozin, P. (2014). Moral character predominates in person
perception and evaluation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 106(1), 148168. doi:10.1037/a0034726
Greenleaf, R. K. (1977). The servant as leader. In L. C. Spears (Ed.), Servant leadership: A
journey into the nature of legitimate power and greatness Twenty-Fifth Anniversary
Edition (pp. 21-66) New York: Paulist Press.
Grissom, J. A., & Andersen, S. (2012). Why superintendents turn over. American Educational
Research Journal, 49(6), 1–52. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212462622
Hughes, R. L., Ginnett, R. C., & Curphy, G. J. (2012). Leadership: Enhancing the lesson of
experience (6th ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill Irwin.
James, W. (1880). Great men, great thoughts, and the environment. Atlantic Monthly, 46, 441459. Retrieved from https://brocku.ca/MeadProject/James/James_1880.html

132

Janke, K. K., Nelson, M. H., Bzowyckyj, A. S., Fuentes, D. G., Rosenberg, E., & DiCenzo, R.
(2016). Deliberate integration of student leadership development in doctor of pharmacy
programs. American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education, 80(1). doi:10.5688/ajpe8012.
Kataria, A., Garg, P., & Rastogi, R. (2012). Employee engagement and organizational
effectiveness: The role of organizational citizenship behavior. International Journal of
Business Insights & Transformation, 6(1), 102–113. Retrieved from
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bth&AN=88291558&site=ehostlive
Kelley, R. (2013). In praise of followers. In J. Wren, The leader's companion: Insights on
leadership through the ages (2nd ed., pp. 193-204). New York, NY: Simon and Schuster.
Kotter, J. P. (2012). Leading change. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press.
Kouzes, J. M., & Posner, B. Z. (2006). A leader’s legacy. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Kowalski, T. I. (1999). The school superintendent: Theory, practice, and cases. Upper Saddle
River, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Kowalski, T. J., McCord, R. S., Petersen, G. J., Young, I. P., & Ellerson, N. M. (2011).
American school superintendent 2010 decennial study. New York, NY: Rowman &
Littlefield.
Manz, C. C. (2015). Taking the self-leadership high road: Smooth surface or potholes ahead?
Academy of Management Perspectives, 29(1), 132–151. doi:10.5465/amp.2013.0060.
Maslow, A. H. (1968). Toward a psychology of being. New York, NY: Van Nostrand Reinhold.
Mautz, S. (2015). Make it matter: How managers can motivate by creating meaning. New York:
American Management Association.

133

McCallum, J. S. (2013). Followership: The other side of leadership. Ivy Business Journal, 6.
Retrieved from http://iveybusinessjournal.com/publication/followership-the-other-sideof-leadership/
McMillan, J. H., & Schumacher, S. (2010). Research in education: Evidence-based inquiry (7th
Ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.
Myss, C. (2006). Sacred contracts: Awakening your divine potential. New York, NY: Three
Rivers Press.
Neck, C. P., & Houghton, J. D. (2006). Two decades of self‐leadership theory and research.
Journal of Managerial Psychology, 21(4), 270–295. doi:10.1108/02683940610663097.
Park, S. H., Kim, J.-N., & Krishna, A. (2014). Bottom-up building of an innovative organization:
Motivating employee intrapreneurship and scouting and their strategic value.
Management Communication Quarterly, 28(4), 531–560.
doi:10.1177/0893318914541667.
Power, R. (2014, November 25). 3 powerful traits of inspirational leaders. Inc.
Quinn, R. E., & Spreitzer, G. M. (1997). The road to empowerment: Seven questions every
leader should consider. Organizational Dynamics, 26(2), 37-51.
Sadler, D. R. (1989). Formative assessment and the design of instructional
systems. Instructional Science, 18(2), 119-144. doi:10.1007/bf00117714
Seligman, M. E. P., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive psychology: An introduction.
American Psychologist, 55(1), 5–14.
Senge, P. (1990). The fifth discipline: The art and science of the learning organization. New
York, NY: Currency Doubleday.

134

Sinek, S. (2014). Leaders eat last: Why some teams pull together and others don’t. New York,
NY: Penguin Group.
Skillestad Bangert, K. M. (2012). Investigating the effectiveness of a formal principals’
mentoring program. University of Montana. Retrieved from
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.634.1734&rep=rep1&type=pdf
Strozzi-Heckler, R. (2007). Leadership dojo: Build your foundation as an exceptional leader.
Berkeley, CA: Frog Books.
Ulrich, D., & Ulrich, W. (2010). The why of work: How great leaders build abudant
organizations that win. New York: McGraw-Hill.
United States Department of Education. (1983). A nation at risk: The imperative for educational
reform. Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/index.html
Wilber, K. (2000). Integral psychology: Consciousness, spirit, psychology and therapy. Boston,
MA: Shambala.
Zaccaro, S. J., Gilbert, J., Thor, K. K., & Mumford, M. D. (1991). Leadership and social
intelligence: Linking social perceptiveness and behavioral flexibility to leader
effectiveness. Leadership Quarterly, 2, 317–331. doi:10.1016/1048-9843(91)90018-W.
Zenger, J. H., & Folkman, J. (2009). The extraordinary leader: Turning good managers into
great leaders. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.
Zhang, X., & Bartol, K. M. (2010). Linking empowering leadership and employee creativity:
The influence of psychological empowerment, intrinsic motivation, and creative process
engagement. Academy of Management Journal, 53(1), 107–128.
doi:10.5465/AMJ.2010.48037118.

135

APPENDICES

136

APPENDIX A
Consent Form

Page 1 of 2
INFORMED CONSENT
INFORMATION ABOUT: The behaviors of exemplary leaders related to character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration to help create personal and organizational meaning.
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE
PURPOSE OF STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by
Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE, a doctoral student from the School of Education at Brandman
University. The purpose of this study is to identify and describe the behaviors that leaders use to
create personal and organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character,
vision, relationships, wisdom and inspiration. Your participation in this study is voluntary and
will include an interview with the identified student researcher and audio recorded. The
interview will take approximately 60 minutes to complete and will be scheduled at a time and
location of your convenience. The interview questions will pertain to your perceptions and your
responses will be confidential. Each participant will have an identifying code and names will not
be used in data analysis. The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
I understand that:
a) The researcher will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes safeguarded in a locked file drawer or password protected digital file to which the researcher
will have sole access.
b) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not participate in the
study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to answer particular
questions during the interview if I so choose. Also, the investigator may stop the study
at any time.
c) I am willing to have a third party in the room solely as a feedback observer for the
investigator to receive feedback on her interviewing skills.

Page 2 of 2
d) If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact
Jamel Thompson at jthomps1@brandman.edu or by phone at 408 204-2100; or Dr.
Doug DeVore (Advisor) at (623) 293-2421 ddevore@brandman.edu
e) No information that identifies you will be released without your separate consent and all
identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the study design
or the use of the data is to be changed, you will be informed and consent re-obtained.
There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research.
f) If I have questions, comments, or concerns about the study of the informed consent
process, I may write or call the office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs,
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Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 3417641.

I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s Bill of
Rights.” I have read the above and understand and hereby consent to the procedure(s) set forth.
____________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Date: 5/11/17

Jamel D. Thompson

Date: 5/11/17

Signature of Principal Investigator
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APPENDIX B
Scripted Interview Questions
Interview Questions
1. “Here are five leadership behaviors that research suggests are necessary in an
exemplary leader. Looking at these, would you agree that these are all important?”
VISION: The leader exhibits foresight with a compelling outlook of the future.
RELATIONSHIPS: The leader communicates a common purpose
through listening, respect, trust, and acknowledgement of one
another.
CHARACTER: The leader displays a moral compass of ethics and integrity while being reliable,
transparent, and authentic.
INSPIRATION: The leader empowers followers by exuding enthusiasm, encouragement, and hope.
WISDOM: The leader accurately interprets and responds to complex, ambiguous, and often unclear
situations

If “Yes”
“Realizing that they are all important, do
any jump out as being absolutely
essential?”
V
W

R

C

I

If any selected: “What is about those you
selected that would place them a bit above
the others?”

If “No”… “not really”… or they hedge
“Which of them do you believe do not fit
into the group of important behaviors?”
V
W

R

C

I

“Why do you think it/they do not belong in
this group of important behaviors?”

2. “You indicated that establishing a vision for your organization was important. Are there
things that you recall having done to develop vision for yourself and your organization?”
•

“Are there some that seemed to work better than others?”

•

“Why do you think they (it) worked as well as they (it) did?”

•

“Were there any unintended outcomes, positive or negative, from the use of that
particular strategy?”

•
3.

How do you ensure that your team buys into your vision?

“You indicated in question 1 that establishing relationships by being a good listener and
establishing trust among your team members is important. Are there specific things you
have done to develop relationships among the members of your organization?”
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•

“Are there some that seemed to work better than others?”

•

“Why do you think they (it) worked as well as they (it) did?”

•

“Were there any unintended outcomes, positive or negative, from the use of that
particular strategy?”

4.

“If you take a look at the card, one of the five important leadership behaviors is
character and leading with a moral compass. This includes
integrity…reliability…authenticity What behaviors do you look for in your peers or
employees that demonstrate their character?”
•

“What kinds of things do you do to demonstrate your character as the leader of
your organization?”
• “How do you communicate the importance of these behaviors to your staff
members?”
• “Are there challenges that you face as you deal with these issues on a daily
basis?”
• “Are there any unintended outcomes, positive or negative, from the use of a
particular strategy?”
5. “As stated on the card, an inspirational leader empowers staff by exuding enthusiasm,
encouragement, and hope. Is this something that you consciously think about as a
leader? Tell me about some of the things you do to inspire your staff to be all they can
be.”
6. “Can you describe a time when your organization faced a very complex or unclear
situation?”

If yes..
“What did you do or what strategies did you put in place to clarify the situation so that
progress was possible?”
If no..
“If a situation like this did arise, how do you think you would you go about clarifying the
situation to put your staff’s mind at ease and feel ready to go?”
7. “Of all the things we have spoken about today – vision, relationships, character,
inspiration and wisdom - are there absolute ‘musts!’ that you believe are essential
behaviors for an exemplary leader to have?”

If yes: “What are those behaviors and why do you believe they are so
critical?”
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APPENDIX C
Transcribed Interview Notes & Transcription Permission

TRANSCRIPTIONIST CONFIDENTIALITY FORM
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Meaning Makers: A Mixed Method Case Study of Exemplary K-12
Superintendents and the Behaviors They Use to Create Personal and Organizational Meaning

I, _________, agree to serve as a transcriptionist for the above titled research study. I understand
that my role during the study is only to transcribe the audio for each one-on-one interview. I
understand the importance of maintaining confidentiality of the study participants; therefore, I
will not share any information about the individuals participating in the above study that will
connect them to any data gathered and transcribed during the one-on-one interviews or reported
in the final dissertation.
Date:
Transcriptionist Signature
Date:
Signature of Investigator – Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE
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APPENDIX D
Survey

Survey of Leadership Behaviors That Contribute
to Personal and Organizational Meaning
Introduction: The success of any organization may depend in large part on the quality of
interactions among the leader and the team members and associates. What determines the
quality of these interactions is tied closely to the perception that these people have of the leader’s
behaviors in five areas: vision for the organization; relationships between the leader and team
members; character of the leader; inspiration the leader provides; wisdom of the leader.
Completing this survey will take approximately 10 minutes. Please choose to become a part of
this important undertaking.
It is important to read the following consent information carefully and click the agree box
to continue. The survey will not open until you agree.
In the Informed Consent language below, “Student” refers to the researcher who requested you
complete the survey.
INFORMED CONSENT
INFORMATION ABOUT: The degree of importance regarding a leader’s behaviors related
to character, vision, relationships, wisdom and inspiration help to create personal and
organizational meaning.
Student: Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE
THE FOLLOWING WILL BE INCLUDED IN THE ELECTRONIC SURVEY:
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Jamel D. Thompson, MA
ECSE, a doctoral student from the School of Education at Brandman University. The purpose
of study is to identify and describe the behaviors that leaders use to create personal and
organizational meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration.
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may choose not to participate. If you decide
to participate in this electronic survey, you can withdraw at any time.
The survey will take approximately 10 minutes to complete. Your responses will be
confidential. The survey questions will pertain to your perceptions.
Each participant will use a three-digit code for identification purposes. The researcher will
keep the identifying codes safe-guarded in a locked file drawer to which the researcher will
have sole access. The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
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No information that identifies you will be released without your separate consent and all
identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the study design or
the use of the data is to be changed, you will be so informed and consent re-obtained. There
are minimal risks associated with participating in this research.
I understand that th I n v e s t i g a t o r will protect my confidentiality by keeping the
identifying codes and research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the
researcher. I understand that I may refuse to participate in or I may withdraw from this study
at any time without any negative consequences. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at
any time. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or
the informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618,
(949) 341-7641.
If you have any questions about completing this survey or any aspects of this research, please
contact the student at jthomps1@.brandman.edu or (408) 204-2100 or the faculty advisor Dr.
Doug DeVore at
ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below.
Clicking on the “agree” button indicates that you have read the informed consent form and the
information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to participate.
If you do not wish to participate in this electronic survey, you may decline participation by
clicking on the “disagree” button.
The survey will not open for responses unless you agree to participate.

AGREE: I acknowledge receipt of the complete Informed Consent packet and “Bill of Rights.”
I have read the materials and give my consent to participate in the study.

DISAGREE: I do not wish to participate in this electronic survey

Please enter the code provided to you by the researcher.

_____________________________________________

LEADERSHIP SURVEY
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Part 1 Directions: For purposes of this study and survey, meaning is defined as the result of
leaders and followers coming together for the purpose of gathering information from experience
and integrating it into a process which creates significance, value and identity within themselves
and the organization.
Listed below are behaviors that research suggest that leaders use to create personal and
organizational meaning. Using the following descriptions, which one comes the closest to your
feelings about the importance of the leadership behavior in developing meaning in your
organization.
1 = Not important in our organization; it’s absence would have no effect upon the leader’s overall effectiveness
nor our organization's culture.
2 = Marginally important to have but not necessary in our organization; its absence would have little effect upon
the leader’s effectiveness or the cultural health of our organization.
3 = Somewhat important for a leader in our organization; this is a leadership behavior that would have a positive
effect upon how we function and would contribute in some positive ways to our organizational culture.
4 = Important for a leader in our organization; this is a leadership behavior that is good for the organization and its
absence in the leader would be a definite deterrent in the organization's overall effectiveness as well as culture.
5 = Very important for a leader in our organization; would contribute significantly to our overall effectiveness and
enhance our organizational culture in some very positive ways.
6 = Critically important in our organization; an absolute must; its absence would severely inhibit the leader’s
effectiveness and the overall health of our organizational culture.
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LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS
1. Continuously promotes our team’s moving together as one unit
to serve a common purpose. (relationships)
2. Creates an environment of trust among leaders and team
members in the organization. (relationships)
3. Behaves in a way that shows she/he cares about the team
members. (relationships)
4. Communicates in a clear, meaningful way. (relationships)
5. Encourages team members to share leadership when performing
tasks. (relationships)
6. Behaves in an ethical manner when dealing with others.
(character)
7. Actively listens when communicating with others. (character)
8. Responds to challenging situations with optimism. (character)
9. Actions with others show that he/she can be trusted. (character)
10. Actions show concern for the well-being of others. (character)
11. Works with team members in a way that generates enthusiasm
within teams. (inspiration)
12. Recognizes and honors achievements of teams and team
members. (inspiration)
13. Encourages team members to innovate in order to advance the
organization’s leading edge. (inspiration)
14. Engages in activities that build confidence among team
members. (inspiration)
15. Empowers team members to take reasonable risks when
problem solving. (inspiration)
16. Demonstrates thinking toward the future through conversations
and actions. (vision)
17. Communicates the organization’s vision in a way in team
members enthusiastically. (vision)
18. Engages team members in creating a vision for the future.
(vision)
19. Behavior reflects organizational vision when making decisions.
(vision)
20. Promotes innovation that aligns with the organization’s vision.
(vision)
21. Elevates the quality of decision making by discussing similarities
of past situations with team members. (wisdom)
22. Demonstrates compassion with team members. (wisdom)
23. Behavior reflects an understanding of life’s complexities.
(wisdom)
24. Integrates personal values with organizational values in decision
making. (wisdom)
25. Brings personal knowledge to the table when responding to
complex situations within the organization. (wisdom)
26. Considers past experiences when responding to complex
situations within the organization. (wisdom)
27. Displays expertise when working in a variety of situations within
the organization. (wisdom)
28. Shows concern for others in a variety of organizational settings.
(wisdom)
29. When working with teams and team members, continuously
keeps the overall goals of the organization as part of
conversations. (wisdom)
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1

2

3

4

5

6

30. Takes action by doing the “right thing” in a variety of
organizational settings. (wisdom)

Part 2 Directions: Please supply the following information. The information will be used only
to assist in understanding the results of this inquiry.
Enter the code provided to you by the person who asked you to complete this survey.
____________________________________________________________________
1. Your gender:

⃝ Female

2. Your age category:

⃝ Male

⃝ 20-30 ⃝ 31-40 ⃝ 41-50 ⃝ 51-60 ⃝ 61 or over

3. Your time with the organization: ⃝ 0- 5 yrs. ⃝ 6-10 yrs. ⃝ 11-20 yrs. ⃝ 21 years or
over.
4. Your time with the current leader:
over.

⃝ 0-2 yrs. ⃝ 3-5 yrs. ⃝ 6-10 yrs. ⃝ 11 yrs. Or

Thank you for your time. It is very much appreciated.
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APPENDIX E:
Introduction/Invitation Letters (Leaders & Followers)

Introduction Letter - Leaders
May 11, 2017
Dear _______________________ ,
We are a group of graduate students in the Doctorate of Education in Organizational Leadership
Program in the School of Education at Brandman University, who are conducting a study on how
leaders create meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration.
We are asking your assistance in the Research Study by participating in an interview which will
take 30-60 minutes, will be audio taped and will be set up for a time convenient for you. If you
agree to participate in an interview, you may be assured that it will be completely confidential.
No names will be attached to any notes or records from the interview. All information will
remain in locked files accessible only to the researchers. No employer, supervisor, or agency,
will have access to the interview information. You will be free to stop the interview and
withdraw from the study at any time.
The research director, Jamel D. Thompson, is available at (408) 204-2100, to answer any
questions you may have. Your participation would be greatly valued and appreciated.
Sincerely,

Jamel D. Thompson
Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.,
8940 Acorn Way
Gilroy, CA 95050
Jthomps1@brandman.edu
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Page 1 of 2
Invitation letter - Leaders
May 11, 2017
Dear ________________________ ,
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Brandman University. The main
investigator of this study is Jamel D. Thompson, Doctoral Candidate in Brandman University’s
Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to participate
because you fit the criteria of K-12 superintendent. Approximately 12 leaders will be enrolled in
this study. Participation should require about two hours of your time and is entirely voluntary.
You may withdraw from the study at any time without consequences.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this thematic, mixed method case study is to identify and describe
the behaviors that exemplary K-12 superintendents use to create personal and organizational
meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision, relationships, wisdom and
inspiration. In addition, it is the purpose of this study to determine the degree of importance to
which followers perceive the behaviors related to character, vision, relationships, wisdom and
inspiration help to create personal and organizational meaning. Results from the study will be
summarized in a doctoral dissertation.
PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in the study, you will be invited to participate in a
one-to-one interview and asked a series of questions designed to allow you to share your
experience as a K-12 superintendent and how you use character, vision, relationships, wisdom
and inspiration to create meaning. The interview will be audio-recorded for transcription
purposes.
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are no known major risks to
your participation in this research study. The interview will be at a time and place convenient for
you and may be rescheduled, since the nature of your organization involves dynamically
changing environments. Some interview questions may cause mild emotional discomfort if
sharing your experience involves significant personal involvement.
Page 2 of 2
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for your participation;
nonetheless a potential benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to identify future best
practices of utilizing character, vision, relationships, wisdom and inspiration to create meaning
for other K-12 superintendents. The information from this study is intended to inform
researchers, policymakers, and educators of the practices that are necessary to further the
research on meaning-making.
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ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study and any
personal information you provide will not be linked in any way. It will not be possible to identify
you as the person who provided any specific information for the study. You are encouraged to
ask any questions, at any time, that will help you understand how this study will be performed
and/or how it will affect you. For any questions please contact the principle investigator, Jamel
D. Thompson at (408) 204-2100 or e-mail at jthomps1@brandman.edu. If you have any further
questions or concerns about this study or your rights as a study participant, you may write or call
the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University,
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
Very Respectfully,

Jamel D. Thompson
Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE,
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.,
8940 Acorn Way
Gilroy, CA 95020
(408) 204-2100
jthomps1@brandman.edu
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Introduction Letter - Followers
May 11, 2017
Dear _______________________ ,
We are a group of graduate students in the Doctorate of Education in Organizational Leadership
Program in the School of Education at Brandman University, who are conducting a study on how
leaders create meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration to achieve breakthrough results.
We are asking your assistance in the research study by participating in a survey via
SurveyMonkey which will take 15-20 minutes. You are being surveyed on perceptions of how
your leader creates meaning through character, vision, relationships, wisdom and inspiration for
followers in the organization. If you agree to participate, you may be assured that it will be
completely confidential. You will remain anonymous throughout the survey. No employer,
supervisor, or agency, will have access to the survey information. You will be free to stop the
survey and withdraw from the study at any time. I will be contacting you via email to ensure that
the survey will be completed in the window of time specified.
The research director, Jamel D. Thompson, is available at (408) 204-2100, to answer any
questions you may have. Your participation would be greatly valued and appreciated.
Sincerely,

Jamel D. Thompson
Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.,
8940 Acorn Way
Gilroy, CA
(408) 204-2100
jthomps1@brandman.edu
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Page 1 of 2
Invitation Letter - Followers
May 11, 2017
Dear ________________________ ,
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Brandman University. The main
investigator of this study is Jamel D. Thompson, Doctoral Candidate in Brandman University’s
Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to participate
because you fit the criteria of follower to a K-12 superintendent. Approximately 12 leaders will
be enrolled in this study. Participation should require about 20 minutes of your time and is
entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time without consequences. All
information will remain confidential.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this thematic, mixed method case study is to identify and describe
the behaviors that exemplary K-12 superintendents use to create personal and organizational
meaning for themselves and their followers through character, vision, relationships, wisdom and
inspiration. In addition, it is the purpose of this study to determine the degree of importance to
which followers perceive the behaviors related to character, vision, relationships, wisdom and
inspiration help to create personal and organizational meaning. Results from the study will be
summarized in a doctoral dissertation.
PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in the study, you will be invited to complete a
survey online via SurveyMonkey. You will be asked a series of questions designed to allow you
to share as a follower to the K-12 superintendent your perception of how character, vision,
relationships, wisdom and inspiration is used by your leader to create meaning. The survey will
be confidential and your responses will be coded to create patterns and themes for the study.
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are no known major risks to
your participation in this research study. The survey may be taken at a time convenient for you,
since the nature of your organization involves dynamically changing environments. Some survey
questions may cause mild emotional discomfort if sharing your experience involves significant
personal involvement.
Page 2 of 2
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for your participation;
nonetheless a potential benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to identify future best
practices of utilizing character, vision, relationships, wisdom and inspiration to create meaning
for other K-12 superintendents and their followers. The information from this study is intended
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to inform researchers, policymakers, and educators of the practices that are necessary to further
the research on meaning-making.
ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study and any
personal information you provide will not be linked in any way. It will not be possible to identify
you as the person who provided any specific information for the study. You are encouraged to
ask any questions, at any time, that will help you understand how this study will be performed
and/or how it will affect you. For any questions please contact the principle investigator, Jamel
D. Thompson, at (408) 204-2100 or e-mail at jthomps1@brandman.edu. If you have any
further questions or concerns about this study or your rights as a study participant, you may write
or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman
University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
Very Respectfully,

Jamel D. Thompson
Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE,
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.,
Gilroy, CA 95020
(408) 204-2100
jthomps1@brandman.edu
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APPENDIX F
Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX G
NIH Certification (Awaiting QR, Proposal Defense and IRB)
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APPENDIX H
Ethical Considerations for IRB
According to Creswell and Plano (2011), “permission needs to be sought from multiple
individuals and levels in organizations, such as individuals in charge of sites, from people
providing the data… and from campus-based institutional review boards (IRB) to collect data
from individuals and sites” (p.175). Once permission was granted from Brandman University
Institutional Review Board (BUIRB), assuring the protection of human research participants, a
consent letter was sent, via email, granting permission for use of information obtained with an
explanation of how the information would be used to conduct research, while guaranteeing
privacy of all participants.
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APPENDIX I
Audio Release Form

AUDIO RELEASE FORM
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Meaning Makers: A Mixed-Method Case Study of Exemplary K-12
Superintendents and the Behaviors They Use to Create Personal and Organizational Meaning

BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE
I authorize Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate, to record
my voice. I give Brandman University, and all persons or entities associated with this study,
permission or authority to use this recording for activities associated with this research study.
I understand that the recording will be used for transcription purposes and the identifier-redacted
information obtained during the interview may be published in a journal or presented at meetings
and/or presentations. I will be consulted about the use of the audio recordings for any purpose
other than those listed above. Additionally, I waive any rights and royalties or other
compensation arising from or related to the use of information obtained from the recording.
By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the above
release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release any and all claims against any person or
organization utilizing this material.
Date:
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party
Date:
Signature of Investigator – Jamel D. Thompson, MA ECSE
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